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Abstract
This dissertation strives to critique contemporary rhetoric on eugenics. In recent
years, scientists succeeded in mapping the human genome and subsequently developed
new gene editing technologies. To situate current ethical discourses about eugenics, I
trace histories of these discourses at several scales of society – from the macroscopic
level of the body politic to the meso level where modes of assessment have been
deployed purportedly to accurately evaluate human characteristics to the microscopic
level of the gene. I employ Foucauldian genealogy to highlight how, despite marked
differences over time in specific eugenic discourses and practices exist, the underlying
rhetoric has remained unchanged. The conclusion this study reveals is that eugenics past
and present rests on a future, utopian orientation that necessarily entails the elimination of
human differences and entire groups of people.
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Chapter One: Introduction
With the mind-boggling amount of traffic on cybernetworks, it is a truly
remarkable occurrence when a single post inspires ethical debate spanning multiple
continents and covering subject matter that has the potential to impact all of humankind
and the world in which we live. This is precisely what happened in October of 2017 when
video footage of scientist entrepreneur Josiah Zayner injecting himself with his own
edited DNA was broadcast on Face Book.1 The aim of Zayner’s experiment was to
increase his muscle mass by deleting the gene for myostatin which regulates muscle
growth.2 Zayner, a biochemist who holds a Ph.D. from the University of Chicago,
explained during his presentation that genetic engineering is arguably the most powerful
technology to date -- that human beings need to no longer be slaves to our genomes.
Zayner’s juxtaposition of the powerful nature of genetic engineering with the seeming
ease with which these technologies can potentially be used raises myriad ethical
questions - although these are not entirely new questions, they are still ones that call for
renewed attention.

1

Josiah Zayner, “DIY Human CRISPR Workshop and First? Ever Human
CRISPR Experiment,” Filmed October 2017, YouTube video, 27:52, Posted October
2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o6A9bbDI6fo.
2

Alex Pearlman, “My Body, My Genes,” New Scientist 236, no. 3152, (2017): 22,
http://du.idm.oclc.org/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=
aph&AN=126236463&site=ehost-live&scope=site
1

Before injecting himself, Zayner lamented the irony that despite consumer
demand serving as the determining force propelling scientific innovation research and
development innovative technologies are seldom made available to the public at large.
Responding to his own dissatisfaction with the speed at which rank and file consumers
gain access to innovative technologies, Zayner cofounded and serves as CEO of The
Odin. He touts his company as being the only consumer-oriented synthetic biology
genetic engineering company. On the “About Us” section of the home page, what might
be thought of as a corporate mission statement is given:
At The ODIN, we believe the future is going to be dominated by genetic
engineering and consumer genetic design will be a big part of that. We are
making that happen by creating kits and tools that allow anyone to make unique
and usable organisms at home or in a lab or anywhere.3
Among the kits for sale are ones designed to add florescence to yeast for both baking and
brewing, alter plants and animals, and gene engineering kits for modifying human DNA.
Opinions about the ethicality of Zayner’s actions vary. Researcher Robin LovellBadge of the Francis Crick Institute in London, describes Zayner’s experiment as
“foolish, arguing that it could result in unintended consequences such as tissue damage,
cell death and an immune response that could attack his own muscles.”4 University of
Manchester (UK) Bioethicist John Harris, on the other hand, includes Zayner’s
experiment into what he views as a long and noble history of scientists and doctors
experimenting on themselves, arguing that such experimentation has proven to be very

3

“About Us,” The Odin, accessed February 1, 2018, http://www.theodin.com/about-us/.
4

Pearlman, “My Body, My Genes,” 22.
2

valuable to the public interest.5 Further complicating this, The Odin is currently
processing thousands of orders for kits enabling anyone who can afford them to try gene
editing at home. And despite the accompanying admonition that DNA samples contained
in the kits are not for human use, with no regulations on their use in the US and UK due
to legal grey areas, it is all but certain that they are being used for self-modification.6
Sales of kits marketed by The Odin is not legal everywhere. “In Germany, which
clamps down on anything that carries even the slightest whiff of eugenics, the kits set off
alarm bells with officials in Bavaria earlier this year and were banned from use in homes
and schools.”7 Indeed, the “do it yourself” ethos propounded by Zayner and fellow
biohackers and the argument they advance comparing DNA editing to other forms of
personal modification such as cosmetic surgeries, tattoos, and piercing residing
exclusively within the province of personal preference, does not hold true in Germany.
The acute cognizance of the atrocities of the Holocaust resonates with Germans in far
more profound ways. During that era in German, approximately 11 million people were
murdered for being considered “less than human,” – these people possessed qualities and
characteristics regarded as inferior and thought of as burdensome to the state and to
humankind as a whole.
In the continuing wake of the Holocaust, sensitivity among Germans to eugenics
is certainly understandable. But what of the argument biohackers make that one’s body is

5

Pearlman, “My Body, My Genes,” 23.

6

Pearlman, “My Body, My Genes,” 23.

7

Pearlman, “My Body, My Genes,” 23.
3

subject to whatever the individual wishes to do to it and with it? Zayner laments that sex
is the worst form of genetic engineering in history. He likens it to a genetic lottery,
stating that if one loses the lottery and is short and ugly then one has to simply suffer
through it.8 By contrast, putting genetic modification technologies into the hands of
consumers, each individual can have the opportunity to circumvent the results of the socalled genetic lottery and potentially become whom and what one wishes. The specter of
individuals modifying their own DNA is the point at which rhetoric, communication
ethics, bioethics and eugenics merit in-depth investigation.
The objective of Zayner’s self-experimentation was to boost his physical strength.
Fellow biohacker Rich Lee used one of Zayner’s kits not only to try to cure his
colorblindness but to also improve his eyesight so that he can see into the ultraviolet
spectrum, a rare genetic mutation found in women called tetrachromacy.9 Presumably,
biohackers would argue vehemently against the claim that their “do it yourself” ethos
concerning personal enhancement bears any similarities to the eugenics of the past. There
would appear to be little or no resemblance between administering repeated injections
into oneself to bolster muscle mass or to cure colorblindness and the systematic murder,
incarceration, sterilization, and myriad other violations perpetrated in the name of
scientific certitude, health, purity, etc., that haunt humankind to this day. Such
presumptions however are at best oversimplifications and might be the latest iteration in
the genealogy of eugenic thought and practice.

8

Zayner, “DIY.”

9

Pearlman, “My Body, My Genes,” 22.
4

The suggestion that gene editing technology resides within the framework of
eugenics is a very serious charge. To be sure, trying a novel method for increasing
physical strength or curing colorblindness is far removed from erstwhile atrocities
committed in its name. Nevertheless, there is an essential persuasive characteristic to
editing one’s own genes that places it squarely in the ongoing conversation about the
rhetoric and ethics of eugenics. At present, because the kits for sale by The Odin are not
technically drugs or medical devices and because Zayner is not offering medical advice,
the FDA is not regulating at-home genome editing.10 Nevertheless, Zayner’s discourse
and actions (including availing his audience members the opportunity to join him in selfexperimentation by offering them the kits), pack a rather strong and pointed rhetorical
punch. And since his presentation remains available for consumption, there are questions
concerning the ethicality of his demonstration and its potential for inspiring others.
The potential for others to try editing their genomes is rife since Odin kits are
unregulated and relatively inexpensive. And to illustrate the likelihood that Zayner’s stunt
might have already inspired many people to try it, consider the latest fad becoming a
trending topic on both Facebook and Twitter – the “condom snorting challenge” whereby
people (mostly teens and young adults) snort condoms and then retrieve them from their
mouths.11 This is the latest challenge to “go viral” on the internet, following the so-called
“Tide pod challenge” in which people swallow the detergent pods and the “cinnamon

10

Pearlman, “My Body, My Genes,” 23.

11

Jimmy Miller, “Condom snorting Challenge Sweeping the Internet, Irking
Doctors,” TCA Regional News, April 3, 2018, 1.
5

challenge” that features people consuming a spoonful of cinnamon often resulting in
vomiting.12 Emergency Room physician Dr. Robert Glatter warns of the potential dangers
of the condom snorting challenging which include choking, appendicitis if the condom is
swallowed, sinus and nasal passage infections, and allergic reactions.13 Despite these
dangers, this challenge appears to be increasing in popularity. Bruce Lee, an associate
professor at the Johns Hopkins Bloomberg School of Public Health, suggests that the
desire to successfully complete the challenges and the need for attention and recognition
is compelling participation in these activities.14 Thus, it can be reasonable to predict that
many people who view Josiah Zayner’s presentation and demonstration will likewise try
to edit their genomes based on these and other compulsions.
The autonomy argument -- that one’s body is one’s own and one can do with it
what one pleases regardless of the consequences -- is essential to public debates on
controversial subjects ranging from euthanasia and abortion to government funding of
entitlement programs such as food stamps and Temporary Aid for Needy Families
(TANF). But the autonomy argument is deficient. It presumes that what the individual
does or communicates has no impact on others; it presumes that actions and messages are
not predicated on the individual’s state of being situated within a social milieu imbued
with histories and artifacts that wield influence; it fails to address ethical obligations the
individual has to social milieus and the obligations that societies and states have to

12

Miller, “Condom Snorting Challenge.”

13

Miller, “Condom Snorting Challenge.”
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Miller, “Condom Snorting Challenge,” 1-2.
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individuals. Thus, to insist that editing one’s own genome is merely a decision predicated
solely on personal preference is a gross oversimplification if not downright ethically
disingenuous. The purpose of this study, therefore, is to investigate in detail the ethics of
rhetoric surrounding contemporary eugenics.
As mentioned previously, the invocation of an autonomy argument supporting the
individual’s right to try self-experimentation with genome editing might be regarded as
but the latest iteration in the millennia-long ethical argumentation concerning the
ethicality of eugenic practices and theory. Rhetorical theory can assist in supporting this
claim. Specifically, Josiah Zayner becoming possibly the first person to use genome
editing on himself might be regarded as an example of a textual fragment. The concept of
the “textual fragment” is integral to critiquing Zayner's speech and demonstration within
the broader context of eugenics. In order to better understand how textual fragments
function within the human communication concerning eugenics, it is first necessary to
explain how textual fragmentation is conceptualized as being constitutive of rhetoric.
One way to conceive of Zayner’s presentation is to view it as a unique, isolated
communicative act. It could be thought of as a speech with a beginning and an end that
occurred at a particular time and place, a carefully planned presentation designed to
convey specific meanings to a targeted audience. But by considering the larger context in
which Zayner’s presentation resides, drastically different conclusions can and should be
drawn. First, Zayner alludes to a wide variety of artifacts that appear to be fueling his
exhortation to individuals to partake in the enhancement of them. Among these artifacts
are his desire to bolster sales of his kits, the notion that scientific discovery should not be
restricted to the domain of the elites but rather should be distributed in an egalitarian
7

fashion, cultural determinants – many of which are largely arbitrary – that inform
conceptions of physical attractiveness, for example.
It is reasonable then to conclude that Zayner’s presentation and demonstration are
the assemblage of a wide range of cultural or textual fragments into what appears to be an
isolated communicative event. Without perhaps even realizing it, Zayner has assembled
scraps and pieces of persuasive discourse into what appears to be a finished
communicative act. “The apparently finished discourse is in fact a dense reconstruction
of all the bits of other discourses from which it was made. It is fashioned from what we
can call ‘fragments.’”15 Not only is Zayner’s presentation the assemblage of fragments, it
in turn becomes a textual and cultural fragment itself, one that is sure to be incorporated
into subsequent assemblages of fragments that will be presented as what will appear to be
an apparently finished persuasive act – the current project being an example. Zayner’s
presentation and this study are “simultaneously structures of fragments, finished texts,
and fragments themselves to be accounted for in subsequent discourse, either (a) the
audience/reader/critic's explanation of their power and meaning, or (b) the
audience/reader/critic's rationalization for having taken their cue as an excuse for
action.”16 Individuals who might purchase Zayner’s kits will have been influenced to act
whereas I am compelled to write about this rhetorical event within the context of
bioethics, communication ethics, and eugenics.

15

Michael Calvin McGee, “Text, Context, and the Fragmentation of
Contemporary Culture,” Western Journal of Speech Communication 54, no. 3 (1990):
279.
16

McGee, “Text, Context, and the Fragmentation of Contemporary Culture,” 279.
8

The discussion of cultural and textual fragmentation invites corresponding
analyses of temporality, social movement, and genealogy. To situate Zayner’s
presentation within the broader context of eugenics requires an initial survey of the
history of the science and ethical discourse surrounding it.
The term “eugenics” was coined in 1883 by Sir Francis Galton. Loosely
translated, the word means “well born.” Galton, a cousin of Charles Darwin and among
the many scientists who was influenced by Darwin’s work on natural selection, stated
that “EUGENICS is the science which deals with all influences that improve the inborn
qualities of a race; also with those that develop them to the utmost advantage.”17 Certain
that eugenic theory and practice would improve humankind, Galton proposed
dissemination of the actuarial laws of heredity, inquiry into the rates at which various
classes contribute to the whole population.18 “The improvement of our stock,” Galton
wrote, “seems to me one of the highest objects that we can reasonably attempt. We are
ignorant of the ultimate destinies of humanity but feel perfectly sure that it is as noble a
work to raise its level, in the sense already explained, as it would be disgraceful to abase
it.”19 More specifically, Galton’s view of the potential of eugenics to bolster both the
species and the state rest in its utility toward increasing the prevalence of “qualities such
as health, manliness, courteous disposition, energy and ability” …While refusing or

17

Francis Galton, “Eugenics: Its Definition, Scope, and Aims,” The American
Journal of Sociology 10, no. 1 (1904): http://galton.org/essays/1900-1911/galton-1904am-journ-soc-eugenics-scope-aims.htm.
18

Galton, “Eugenics.”

19

Galton, “Eugenics.”
9

curtailing representation of qualities deemed common among criminals or others the
community might regard as undesirable.20 It is this, the drawing of distinctions between
individuals, populations, and qualities that are or are not desirable that remains the
essence of the ethicality of eugenics.
The history of eugenic thought and practice is replete with events that contribute
to the ethical quandaries under consideration to this day. Decisions about which lives are
more or less worthy have been made since well before antiquity. “The preface to a history
of eugenics is most probably to be found in the paleolithic, for the first eugenics was not
the Spartan legislator, but the earliest hominid who killed the critically impaired child.”21
While one can surmise that millions of years ago killing a critically ill or disabled
offspring might have been justified on the grounds that survival of the rest of the pack
depended on it, eugenic infanticide persisted into the period called antiquity. In ancient
Rome, Seneca supported the practice as a means of separating the useless from the fit.22
In time, infanticide fell largely out of favor in Ancient Rome. Still, there were ethical
questions to be addressed concerning population, reproduction, and disability. Like
contemporary political rhetoric criticizing entitlement programs and disparaging people
who benefit from them, the Ancient romans wrestled with issues of alleged reckless
propagation among the lower economic classes and the concomitant supposed inability to

20

Galton, “Eugenics.”

21

Allen G. Roper, “Ancient Eugenics,” Mankind Quarterly 32, no. 4 (1992): 383.

22

Roper, “Ancient Eugenics,” 387.
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take care of their children.23 Recognizing the influence that both nature and nurture have
on heredity, the 5th-Century Athenians emphasized breeding among couples with
preferred physical attributes, believing that soul and body are linked with one another, as
well as antenatal and prenatal care and physical and intellectual education for children.24
Simultaneously, however, Aristotle and other Greeks favored destruction of the unfit and
prevention of “superfluous children.”25
More recently, and especially in the wake of the publication of Darwin’s On the
Origin of Species, a resurgence in interest in eugenic theory and practice has occurred.
Along with it has come renewed fervor for understanding and advancing the ethics of
such practices and theories. One of the first experiments in eugenics in the United States
occurred between 1869 and 1878 within the confines of a Christian utopian commune,
the Oneida Community. Combining the theories of Plato, Darwin, Galton, and
agricultural breeders, commune leader John Humphrey Noyes and fellow Oneidans were
paired for breeding based on their perceived spiritual and intellectual superiority.26 At the
center of the Oneidans’ interest in science-guided propagation was ethics. They embarked
on the experiment believing it would eliminate from society the increasing number of
children suffering from poverty and poor health and, secondly, they felt it their

23

Roper, “Ancient Eugenics,” 387.

24

Roper, “Ancient Eugenics,” 401-405.

25

Roper, “Ancient Eugenics,” 409.

26

Alexandra Prince, “Stirpicultural: Science-Guided Human Propagation and the
Oneida Community,” Zygon 52, no. 1 (2017): 77.
11

responsibility to populate Christ’s kingdom on Earth with more spiritually advanced
individuals.27 Despite the initial focus on spiritual and intellectual superiority, just 6 years
after the experiment was launched, Noyes’ son Theodore, a physician then taking on
more of a leadership role in the community, shifted the primary criterion from spiritual
maturity to perceived superior physical health.28 In doing so, he unwittingly shed light on
one of the key ethical issues concerning eugenics, the apparent arbitrariness with regard
to what constitutes the ideal body and mind, the ideal citizen, and the ideal human being.
The Oneida Community’s experiment with eugenic breeding did not yield any
disastrous results. The same cannot be said about other practices undertaken in its name.
In the early part of the 20th Century, more than 8,000 residents of Virginia and more than
60,000 citizens of the U.S. were forcibly sterilized having been deemed unfit for
procreation.29 Historian Edwin Black, writing in his thorough account of eugenics in the
U.S., explains the ethical justification for these actions:
… the story of America's reproductive persecution constitutes far more than just a
protracted medical travesty. These simple Virginia people, who thought they were
isolated victims, plucked from their remote mountain homes and urban slums, were
actually part of a grandiose, decades-long American movement of social and
biological cleansing determined to obliterate individuals and families deemed
inferior. The intent was to create a new and superior mankind.30

27

Prince, “Stirpicultural,” 80.

28

Prince, “Stirpicultural,” 83-84.

29

Edwin Black. War Against the Weak: Eugenics and America’s Campaign to
Create a Master Race (New York: Four Walls Eight Windows, 2003), 6-7.
30

Black, War Against the Weak, 7
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Following several decades of draconian eugenic practices in the U.S., the American
notion of creating a super Nordic race attracted the attention of Adolph Hitler.31 With
American eugenic practices in mind and having been asked for permission by a member
of the Nazi party to have his disabled daughter killed, Hitler along with the chief party
physician launched Aktion T-4. Aktion T-4 was the name given to the euthanasia
program granting doctors the license to euthanize people with disabilities, authorized
exemption from prosecution for carrying out the killings, and which was accompanied
with the promulgation of rhetoric absolving the parents of euthanized children from
having perpetrated any wrongdoing by allowing their offspring to be murdered.32 In all,
approximately 200,000 people were killed because their physicians deemed their lives not
worth living based upon them having various disabilities.
In recent decades, revelations of the atrocities of the Holocaust and abuses
perpetrated in the U.S. against those deemed “feebleminded” or “degenerate” or
“criminal” have curtailed the use of the word “eugenics.” Nevertheless, as Zayner’s
presentation and demonstration exemplify, humankind continues to undertake actions
aimed at enhancement. Such efforts raise important questions about the human condition
in terms of relationships with the present, past, and future. The desire for enhancement,
whether on the part of the individual or the nation or humankind as a whole, reflect a
sense that humans can and presumably should be improved. The Ancient Greeks coined a

31

Black, War Against the Weak, 7.

32

Hugh G. Gallagher, By Trust Betrayed: Patients, Physicians, and the License to
Kill in the Third Reich (New York: Henry Holt and Company, 1994), 46-49.
13

term for this – “entelechy” – to explain how rhetoric functions as an influential force that
propels people toward a future orientation, privileges enhancement, and improvement
with primacy while simultaneously often engendering dissatisfaction with the present.
Originally conceived, entelechy was a term denoting how outcomes of biological
processes were preordained; Aristotle, for example, employed the term to explain how a
seed held within it the goal of the mature tree it would someday become.33 With regard to
humankind, Aristotle viewed the soul as the entelechy of the body and thus when one’s
soul was deemed imperfect, the individual was determined unfit and subject to
destruction.34 Conclusions as to which lives are worth preserving and which ones can and
even ought to be discarded, or in Aristotelian terms, which bodies proceed to their
entelechial fruition as perfect souls, strongly suggests that symbolic inducement plays a
central role in addition to biological processes when eugenic practices are undertaken.
Thus, recognition that notions of perfection or the way things “ought to be,” or
conceptions of what is or is not ideal are always subjective and contingent. Definitions of
perfection are necessarily influenced by lived experiences, habits, attitudes, beliefs,
prejudices, and senses of history that function as part of equations of the good and bad of
things.35

33

Eric Shouse, “Suicide: or the Future of Medicine (A “Satire by Entelechy” of
Biotechnology), The Journal of the Kenneth Burke Society 4, no. 1 (2007),
http://www.kbjournal.org/shouse.
34

Roper, “Ancient Eugenics,” 409.

35

Michael J. Hyde, Perfection: Coming to Terms with Being Human (Waco,
Texas: Baylor University Press, 2010), 9-10.
14

As suggested above, entelechy is an important rhetorical construct. The
development of a richer understanding of the ways in which humankind employs
discourse to situate itself with regard to future outcomes, potentialities, risks,
unanticipated outcomes, and better decisions might be made as to how human beings
interact with one another and the actions we make. The history of eugenics is replete with
examples of horrendous atrocities as well as some advances that have and continue to
yield benefits. The impetus for many of these actions was rhetorical exhortations to strive
for a better future. Because entelechy is a powerful rhetorical function, and because it is
so intertwined with eugenic thought and practice, it is a fundamental rhetorical construct
undergirding the remainder of this study.
Another critical component to a study of the ethics and rhetoric of eugenics is the
place of contemporary thought on the subject in relation to its genealogy. The very brief
survey of the history of eugenics and discourse about it reveals a long, complex history.
The complexity remains intact today. Contentious conversations about contemporary
issues such as using medical aid in dying, having or aiding someone with an abortion,
and using embryonic stem cells for research and treatment, all beckon careful
deliberation and very often evoke palpable emotions and engender dogmatic speech.
However, the hope is that by undertaking a genealogical analysis of eugenics, the
possibility for a more critical and careful understanding of these and other issues will
emerge.
In order to achieve this, it is first necessary to offer a brief introduction to
rhetorical genealogy as a method of inquiry. Recalling that the word “eugenics” connotes
well born and that concomitant conclusions as to who is not well born have always been
15

integral to eugenic theory and practice. And an initial component of a rhetorical
genealogy of the science is necessarily the ethics concerning it. Friedrich Wilhelm
Nietzsche is the philosopher perhaps best known for theorizing genealogy. If he were
alive today, it is conceivable that Nietzsche would admonish caution to those who might
articulate dogmatic pronouncements related in any ways to eugenics (such as
“abstinence-only sex education” or legal prohibitions on abortion regardless of the
circumstances of the pregnancy). The posture of Nietzsche’s opposition to morality rests
on his assertion that it should not be proffered as a static code exempt from critique. He
contends that “morality has ancestors,”36 and that because morality in the present serves a
purpose, genealogical investigation of those “ancestors” can serve to reveal greater
insights into that purpose.37 Or, to put it another way, studying influential communication
about eugenics over time can shed light on the myriad textual and cultural fragments that
have eventuated in the current state of the science and in turn might inform the ongoing
discussion of the ethics of eugenics. Indeed, as Nietzsche would have it, the genealogical
approach can lead to a radical shift in worldview and question what might appear
unquestionable.38
The body (either the individual person or the nation) is the locus of eugenic theory
and practice. As such, a second philosopher whose work helps to inform rhetorical

36

Maudemarie Clark, introduction to On the Genealogy of Morality, trans.
Maudemarie Clark and Alan Swensen (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company,
1998), XXIII.
37

Clark, “Introduction,” XXV.

38

Clark, “Introduction”, XVI.
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genealogy is Michel Foucault. Foucault wrote “Genealogy, as an analysis of descent, is
thus situated within the articulation of the body and history. Its task is to expose a body
totally imprinted by history and the process of history's destruction of the body.”39
Furthermore, Foucault uses the terms “discourse” and “power” to explain how “…certain
kinds of questions and claims to knowledge are generated and placed within systems that
support those questions and claims. From this perspective, ‘discourse’ makes possible
disciplines and institutions that, in turn, sustain and distribute those discourses.”40 In
order to fully comprehend the ethics of eugenics, the tracing of the genealogy of the
science itself as well as discourse concerning life promises to be an approach with a great
deal of heuristic value.
Therefore, remaining steadfastly mindful of the power entelechy wields on human
behavior and the extent to which it is embedded in discourse, three case studies will be
undertaken pertaining to eugenics. The first, at a macro level, will focus on the genealogy
of eugenics with regard to the body politic; next, at a meso level, a critique of the history
of tests the results of which are integral to eugenic programs; and, finally, a micro-level
discussion of the gene editing technology Josiah Zayner currently markets to consumers
will be conducted.
As I embark on this study, migration is a divisive and vexing problem facing
humankind. There are currently refugee crises in Myanmar, Syria, and Yemen; Great

39

Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” in Michel Foucault: Ethics,
Subjectivity, and Truth, ed. Paul Rabinow (New York: The New Press, 1997), 83.
40

Robert Danisch, “Power and the Celebration of the Self: Michel Foucault’s
Epideictic Rhetoric,” Southern Communication Journal 71, no. 3 (2006): 294. DOI:
10.1080/10417940600846078.
17

Britain has left the European Union and Catalonia seeks to become independent from
Spain; and, there remains a great deal of vitriol within the U.S. toward Muslims and
immigrants from Mexico and Latin America. However, issues of independence,
migration, border security are not new. The Ancient Spartans, for whom military
hegemony was paramount, practiced selective infanticide based on the physical health of
children, granted privileges to people who sired more children thus averting a decline in
population, and enacted measures to promote the health of women so they would be more
likely to give birth to healthier children.41 Later, during colonial expansion, distinctions
were made between the civilized and the savages based largely on race, and when
members of ethnic minorities emigrated to England and the U.S. toward the end of the
19th Century, stringent anti-immigration measures were codified into law to prevent
degeneration.42 At present, the monikers “terrorist” and “bad hombre” have replaced
“savage” and “unfit” so, while the relationship between eugenics and the body politic is a
global concern to delve into all of its intricacies an analysis of the U.S. rhetoric
surrounding migration will be instructive.
Over time, assessments have been developed to evaluate people on the widest
span of skills, abilities, and intelligences. In 1905, Alfred Binet, Director of the
Psychology Laboratory at the Sorbonne along with fellow Psychologist, Theodore Simon,
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were commissioned by the Paris school system to create an instrument that could be used
to identify students with intellectual disabilities.43 Binet insisted that the instrument was
not a valid measure of intelligence and that it should be used only to identify those
students who could benefit from additional supports in the classroom in order for them to
achieve their full educational potential.44 But when Binet’s instrument was imported to
the U.S. and administered to newly arrived immigrants, the results were outrageously
inaccurate: 79 percent of Italians, 80 percent of Hungarians, 83 percent of Jews, and 87
percent of Russians were labelled feebleminded.45 Misuse of Binet’s instrument served
eugenicists who favored immigration restrictions. Consider then the current trend of
families to keep their school-aged children home on days when standardized tests are
being administered. Just as there is an abundance of evidence that flawed testing has been
part and parcel of eugenics in the past, there is presently growing sentiment that
overreliance on standardized tests is serving nefarious purposes. It will therefore be
helpful to trace testing regimes vis-à-vis eugenics to appraise how they have been used to
categorize individuals and groups of people and critique the subsequent forms of
subjugation predicated on test results.
The gene editing technology The Odin is marketing to consumers will be the
locus of the micro-level analysis. This technology is called “CRISPR-Cas9.” CRISPR
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stands for “clustered regularly interspaced short palindromic repeats.”46 “Those repeats
are found in bacteria’s DNA. They are actually copies of small pieces of viruses. Bacteria
use them like collections of mug shots to identify bad viruses. Cas9 is an enzyme that can
cut apart DNA. Bacteria fight off viruses by sending the Cas9 enzyme to chop up viruses
that have a mug shot in the collection.”47 CRISPR-Cas9 is a simpler and less expensive
tool for modifying the genome than any of its predecessors. And although one of the
promises is the potential to treat or prevent genetic diseases, we can learn from its use by
biohackers that it will also be used for purposes of enhancement, an aim that carries with
it the implicit suggestion that certain qualities should be deemed less appealing (such as
colorblindness, smaller muscle tone, and many more). CRISPR-Cas9 has potential to
alleviate hardship to be sure but analysis of it as a more recent rhetorical fragment in the
genealogy of eugenics is a necessary step toward preventing its use in ways that will
simply repeat abuses perpetrated in previous eras in eugenic history.
Ultimately, the purpose of this study is to illuminate the subtle but profound role
entelechy has on eugenic thinking and practice. Each of the following three case studies
will showcase entelechy in communicative action vis-à-vis eugenics. Specifically, the
analyses of the conception of the state or nation as a corpus, the use of standardized
assessment technologies, and the evolution of the science of genetics will demonstrate
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how the rhetoric of eugenics privileges a future orientation, instantiates hierarchy, and
insists that such a thing as the “normal” exists while conflating the normal with the ideal.
Recalling Nietzsche’s exhortation that by acknowledging morality as a
genealogical process one can question that which is thought to be unquestionable and, in
so doing, adjust one’s worldview, the genealogical approach to the ethics of eugenics
strikes me as being a promising approach. One of the most glaring shortcomings of
eugenic thought and practice over the millennia has been its dearth of concern for the
individual. For example, when Binet’s instrument was used to assert the aforementioned
staggering rates of feeblemindedness among Italians, Hungarians, Jews, and Russians
seeking to enter the U.S. in 1913, several common aspects of eugenics were revealed.
First, the mind-boggling inaccuracy of the results demonstrate how rhetoric, in the guise
of scientific certitude, served as a textual fragment within a broader, then decades-long
anti-immigrant sentimentality in the U.S. A second outcome was to deindividuate
immigrants from certain parts of the world, thus, conflating national origin with the
perceived degeneracy of “feeblemindedness.” Deconstructing outcomes such as these
patterns is the aim of this critique.
A central justification for the genealogical approach to the rhetoric of eugenics is
the human propensity to fail to recognize long-standing patterns of communication and
expression. Karl Mannheim, arguably the chief architect of what came to be known as the
sociology of knowledge, contends that each generation seeks to build its own entelechy –
a striving toward a unity of sorts comprised of social and intellectual aims.48 However,
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despite a common tendency on the part of each generation to assert the uniqueness of its
steps toward perfection, each generational entelechy is in fact superimposed onto the
more comprehensive and stable entelechies whose entrenchment preceded it.49 To state
this in laypersons’ terms, each generation experiences a myopia inasmuch as it seeks to
separate itself from the previous one, refurbishes ways of thinking, tastes, values, all
aimed at setting a new tone for the world.50 Generational myopia and generational
entelechies highlight In light of generational myopia, the genealogical study of eugenics
ahead will reveal rhetorical parallels and homologous discourses with respect to eugenics
and the value ascribed to different bodies and lives. And this is to be sure an essential
effort if the mistakes of the past are to be averted in the age of the genome and of
CRISPR-Cas9.
I anticipate the U.S. food and Drug Administration will likely debate the merits of
regulating the kits sold by The Odin in the coming months or years. Should this come to
pass, much of the conversations will be about bioethics (the right of the individual to
modify one’s own genetic make-up). I am less certain that discussions of eugenics and of
the ethics of broadcasting actions such as Zayner’s live stream that could have deleterious
effects will ensue. Such conversations are however critical now as they should have been
in previous eras. Countless individuals, many of whom might have made invaluable
contributions to other individuals or to humankind as a whole, have been dismissed or
worse based on eugenic conclusions as to their worth. By investigating the genealogy of
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the rhetoric of eugenics from the macro to the micro level, critiquing the ways in which
the individual has been and is underappreciated as well as the emphasis that is routinely
placed on the future and its potentialities instead of valuing present conditions, an initial
foundation for refining discourses of ethics concerning eugenics and life might be
developed.

23

Chapter Two: Body Politic
The 2016 U.S. Presidential election will be remembered for the following reasons:
(1) For the first time, a major party nominated a woman to run for the office;51
(2) With neither a GOP heir apparent nor an incumbent vying for the Presidency,
an astounding 21 Republicans launched campaigns for the office more than a
year and a half before election day;52
(3) During the primary season, Mitt Romney, the most recent Republican
Presidential candidate, blasted his party’s presumptive nominee for his
unfitness to lead the nation, his business failures, and called Donald Trump a
“phony” and a “fraud” for having a dearth of moral character. Romney even
said to a Salt Lake City audience: "After all, this is an individual who mocked
a disabled reporter, who attributed a reporter's questions to her menstrual
cycle, who mocked a brilliant rival who happened to be a woman due to her
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appearance, who bragged about his marital affairs, and who laces his public
speeches with vulgarity.”; 53
(4) And the 2016 campaign was marked by intense bitterness on the part of major
party candidates and their supporters as well as among a large proportion of
the electorate who were disgusted with each of the unpopular nominees and
their supporters.54
In addition to the aforementioned factors, the 2016 election cycle will also be
remembered for the intense rancor concerning immigration, the Democratic nominee,
Hillary Clinton, allegedly being “unfit” to run, and that, for the first time since 1952, a
candidate with no prior experience in government was elected to the highest office in the
United States. Importantly, with respect to this study, the 2016 election also serves as an
entry point to an analysis of the body politic metaphor and the way usage of this
metaphor has endorsed eugenics since antiquity.
Following the election of Donald Trump in 2016, contentiousness within the U.S.
political arena and on the global stage has seemingly grown far more intense and
divisive. Border security, immigration restrictions, and vilification of migrants is at the
crux of such political discourse. Although there might be a perceived qualitative
difference in the intensity of the rancor, the controversies are in no way novel. Analysis
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of the vilification of would-be and current immigrants, as well as a variety of other
divisive issues prominent during and since the 2016 Presidential campaign can shed light
on issues of eugenics at the level of the nation.
Beginning with the speech in which he announced his candidacy for the
Presidency, Donald Trump launched the reframing of illegal immigration into the U.S. a
matter of protecting citizens from the menaces of criminality, terrorism, and violence.
Speaking specifically about Mexican immigrants, he stated, “When Mexico sends its
people, they’re not sending their best. They’re not sending you. They’re not sending you.
They’re sending people that have lots of problems, and they’re bringing those problems
with us. They’re bringing drugs. They’re bringing crime. They’re rapists. And some, I
assume, are good people.”55 Trump’s alarmist rhetoric concerning the alleged perils of
immigration persisted throughout the campaign and into his Presidency. At a “Make
America Great Again” rally in Youngstown, Ohio, Trump blended crisis rhetoric with the
promise to get tough, pledging, “Never again will America surrender the security of our
people, the safety of our communities or the sovereignty of our nation. We are cracking
down hard on the foreign criminal gangs that have brought illegal drugs, violence,
horrible bloodshed to peaceful neighborhoods all across our country.”56 In an effort to
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create the dual caricature of the illegal immigrant as a savage presence that threatens the
health of the nation and its citizens, Trump stated:
The predators and criminal aliens who poison our communities with drugs and
prey on innocent young people, these beautiful, beautiful, innocent young people
will, will find no safe haven anywhere in our country. And you’ve seen the stories
about some of these animals. They don’t want to use guns, because it’s too fast
and it’s not painful enough. So they’ll take a young, beautiful girl, 16, 15, and
others and they slice them and dice them with a knife because they want them to
go through excruciating pain before they die. And these are the animals that
we’ve been protecting for so long. Well, they’re not being protected any longer,
folks.57
Although Trump’s gauche discourse strikes many as being offensive, divisive,
unbecoming of the U.S. Presidency, it can also serve as an excellent entryway to an
analysis of eugenics at its macroscopic level – the nation or the metaphor of the “body
politic.” By juxtaposing the supposed threat to the wellbeing of the nation with terms
such as “criminal aliens,” “animals,” and “poison” with discourse depicting victims of
crime supposedly perpetrated predominantly by undocumented immigrants as innocent
and vulnerable. For example, “beautiful, beautiful, innocent young people,” and “a
young, beautiful girl, 16, 15,” Trump fans the flames of fear and racial antagonism while
portraying his opponents as being complicit in acts of violence by privileging
immigrants’ rights over those of the citizenry. Although frequently described as
“unprecedented,” the effectiveness of such persuasion as well as the bitter
contentiousness of the 2016 election resemble the 1952 and 1968 Presidential
campaigns.58 Like 2016, 1952 and 1968 were campaign cycles that encouraged people to
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believe the country was ripped apart. In 1952, Joseph McCarthy advanced conspiracy
theories suggesting that communists had penetrated the highest levels of the Federal
government, that the Korean war was fraught with mounting casualties and appeared to
be a stalemate, and that there was a spate of labor strikes within the U.S. and the Soviet
Union had installed puppet regimes in various Eastern European nations.59 “The United
States was being torn apart between the fear that the U.S. had fallen under the control of
the communists and the left’s view that McCarthy was part of a fascist plot.”60 In 1968,
assassinations of the Rev. Dr. martin Luther King, Jr. and presumptive Democratic
nominee Robert F. Kennedy, the antiwar movement and discontent with Lyndon
Johnson’s Great society programs engendered intense antagonism among the populace.61
The common factor in each of these election cycles was frustration on the part of the
electorate with the failure to win or the inability to prevail in wars – Korea in 1952,
Vietnam in 1968, Iraq and Afghanistan in 2016.62
Fatigue concerning wars in the Middle East and Afghanistan certainly
embellished the Trump candidacy. His supporters hail him as “running against the
financial, media and other elites who have imposed an alien ideology on the United
States in order to serve their interests.”63 And with respect to the war, Trump adopted a
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dual tactic by which he asserted the U.S. should never have become involved in Iraq to
begin with. He also stated that this involvement meant the U.S. was losing the more
important war with militant Islam which, he contended, was the fault of President
Obama.64 Investigating the uneasiness Trump engendered, two long-time Hillary Clinton
confidants, pollster Stan Greenberg and strategist James Carville, conducted a poll that
revealed that distaste for Clinton surpassed that for Obama and that 90% of the
Republican electorate believed policies of the opposition party to be so misguided they
threaten the well-being of the nation.65 The result of the 2016 election is now etched in
history. Nevertheless, further exploration of the juxtaposition of rhetoric concerning wellbeing, health, and strength with that of poison, threat, menace, and discourse common to
political communication can prove beneficial in understanding sociality at the level of the
nation, especially when using the metaphor of the body politic.
The metaphor of the “body politic” has served theorists since Antiquity as a
means for describing the way the nation functions and how it ought to function. In the
Republic, Plato and Socrates offered an early conceptualization of the nation (or citystate) as a body. Referring to the state, Plato suggested that “The language of medicine,
health, and illness implies there is something human and living that is larger than the
living human individual.”66 Like his protégé, Socrates conceived of the state as an
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organism, arguing that health and justice are produced via the establishment of a natural
relation of control and subordination, that disease and injustice result when the relation is
unnatural.67 For Plato then the discursive implication of the language of illness coupled
with the presumed natural relations among parts of the polis beckons a tripartite anatomy
of the body politic. He suggests that the state can be conceptualized as a whole organism
with parts that constitute it: the sovereign head is the reasoning component; the
impassioned part, the heart, is comprised of auxiliaries and soldiers; and the animal part nether regions of the groin – consists of laypeople and the peasantry.68
Discussions of the nation incorporating the metaphoric movement between the
anatomic individual human body and the anatomized collective body have persisted
through the ages. The era of medieval scholasticism marked the introduction of
spirituality – analogizing the human body with the body of Christ or the church or the
state or both - into further development of the concept of what constituted the body
politic as well as the role of the sovereign.69 The infusion of a spiritual tenor to the
metaphor resulted in the conviction on the part of the sovereign that governance was
conducted with divine authority. But in the year 1215, with the onset of the “Barons’
Wars” fought against King John ostensibly to secure rights for the English people and the
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subsequent drafting of the Magna Carta, a document outline rights to which individuals
ought to be guaranteed, conception of the “head” of the “body politic” expanded to
include the law and the polity in addition to Christ (in Western cultures) into expectations
as to how the collective should be governed.70
Several centuries later, evolution of the body politic paradigm moved from being
a primarily organismic metaphorical understanding of the state to a conception that was
at once anatomical and machinic. Whereas the conception of the state as strictly
organismic prevailed when the populace was comprised mostly of peasants and
craftspersons, with early industrialization and the burgeoning scientific method advanced
by Descartes and others, both nature and the state began to be conceived of as a machine.
Specifically, the scientific method sought to explain everyday experiences by breaking
them up into homogeneous units. 71 During the same period, the specialization of labor in
early industrialization and the concomitant rising economic classes began to conceive of
the state as a sum of “atoms”, something that could be molded by humankind, and central
to this conception was the contract.72 In other words, consideration of a political unit as
organic assumes that political community is a natural phenomenon that exists prior to
human artifice, that hierarchy of the body politic is inherent, and that the parts of the
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body serve a function to maintain the bodily unity.73 On the other hand, the mechanistic
view of the state maintains that the body politic is an artifice created and maintained by
human action and that its health is not preordained but must be promoted by the parts of
the body performing their respective functions.74
Although a shift occurred, primarily during the 17th Century in the deployment
and use of the body politic metaphor, both the organismic and mechanical forms have
remained pertinent. Following the English Civil War to redress perceived abuses of
monarchal power the Habeas Corpus Act was codified into law. In short, this law
required the physical presence of one who is accused of crime before her/his accusers in
order to assert the formal right to due process of law and to assert legal limits on
executive authority.75 An additional shift in the way in which the individual body was
conceived of vis-à-vis the state occurred during the same period. Ten years after habeas
corpus was codified into English law, John Locke published his second treatise on
government in which he advanced a philosophical axiom affirming the rights of citizens.
Locke’s perspective, which has informed notions of political and economic rights since,
avowed that each individual possesses property in the form of one’s own person or body.
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The body then is a form of capital the individual maintains and, according to Locke, this
in turn extends to the right to own property beyond one’s own body.76
The 17th Century marked significant shifts with respect to the state, sociality, and
economics, as well as communication about these and other subjects. New forms of
conflict arose within and between nations stemming from the dissolution of feudal
relations between people and land, colonialism and the impacts it had on capital
accumulation and economic policies, the emergence of new socioeconomic classes with
increased capacity for social and geographical mobility, religious dissent.77 With these
new forms of conflict came concomitant shifts in rhetoric related to the conception of the
state as a corpus. Whereas prior to the onset of the Enlightenment the sovereign wielded
power that was largely unquestioned, often regarded as being possessed with divine
provenance, and seldom challenged, revolutions in religious, political, economic, and
scientific thought engendered adjustments and nuances with respect to rhetoric
concerning the state, the individual, the body, the governance, the health and the like. To
develop a richer understanding of such rhetoric and specifically its functions with respect
to eugenics, an analysis of such discourse emanating from and within the United States
beginning with and its pre-independence colonial period will be undertaken. The yield of
this investigation should prove beneficial in understanding many of the current social and
political dilemmas and aporia that hallmarked the election described above. Moreover,
the hope is that a study such as this will afford critics and laypersons alike additional
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perspectives with which to think more incisively and act more responsibly as citizens of
both the nation and the globe.
As mentioned above, colonial expansion along with other features of the
enlightenment including scientific discovery and religious dissent gave rise to conflicts
between nations as well as within them. An early conflict in what is now the United
States occurred in the Massachusetts Bay Colony. Beginning with the drafting of its
charter in 1629, the colony sought to establish a form of self-governance that differed
from that imposed upon it by the mother country. At the time, the organismic conception
of the body politic was construed as the king’s two bodies – the corporeal body of the
king himself, a body that would eventually die only to be replaced with his successor, and
the second body which was the corpus at the macroscopic level, the nation, the hierarchy
governed by the king.78 Rejecting this, the colonists instead imagined the body politic
with slightly more of a mechanical or machinic hue, suggesting that the presence of
social differences within the body/community, held together and connected by
ligaments, sinews, and connective tissue in the form of the law that regulates conduct, are
what foster cohesion and unity within the body.79 As a result, with the Puritans’
supplanting the monarchal head with a Christian one, “The Body Politic of the
Massachusetts Bay Colony consist[ed] of a complex interplay of both heteroarchical
democratic and hierarchical totalitarian tendencies.”80It is within this complex interplay
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that a pair of early examples of discourse concerning maladies within the body politic is
found.
John Winthrop, who served the Massachusetts Bay Colony for several
nonconsecutive terms as its governor from 1630 until 1642, advanced a notion of the
body politic predicated on heterogeneity and parts that contribute to a composite, but a
body held together by ligaments constituted by the love between denizens as well as
between spouses akin to that love exemplified by Christ.81Although there were
differences among the settlers in class and rank, an egalitarian ethos was thought to
prevail via equality among them in terms of their devotion to Christ. So long as the
elements of this body politic performed their functions in support of the composite, the
body would have continued to be regarded as having remained healthy. But this did not
occur.
From 1636 through 1638 the colony grappled with its first major crisis. Winthrop
and other religious leaders espoused a “covenant of works” whereby salvation could only
be earned through performing good deeds which in turn meant abiding by the doctrine
being preached in the colony.82 However, within the colony was a faction of settlers led
by Anne Hutchinson. She believed in the “covenant of grace” -- a spiritual outlook rooted
more in the New Testament that asserted not only that one’s place in Heaven would be
gained through reliance of Christ’s gift of unconditional grace, but that believers are not
bound by the law imposed by the ministers and in fact adherence to their laws was an
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indication that they were striving after grace, an indication that grace had not been
granted.83 The results of the antinomian controversy (literally meaning against the law)
were that Hutchinson and some of her leading followers were put on trial, fined,
disenfranchised, impeached, and disarmed and when she claimed that she had acquired
her religious knowledge through direct revelation from God, Hutchinson was banned
from the colony and excommunicated.84 Having prevailed, Winthrop (who had been
reelected governor in 1637) along with the mail puritan elite concluded that their
authority was “natural” and that opposition to it was heresy.85
The rhetorical device Winthrop employed during the antinomian controversy, a
trope President Trump uses extensively and the strategy Hitler marshalled with genocidal
and catastrophic acumen, was to strive for unity among leader and followers by
identifying and vilifying a common scapegoat.86 Having prevailed in this early
ideological/theological crisis, Winthrop and likeminded colonists had established a
rhetorical foundation rife with opportunities to label dissenters with metaphors of illness
afflicting a natural body. Following the antinomian crisis, Winthrop regularly referred to
Hutchinson’s views as a cancerous illness, an infection, a contamination, and a threat.87
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Meanwhile, others employed terms such as “poison” and “venom” to describe
Hutchinson’s opinions thereby naming her a virus by analogy.88 “The seemingly fixed
borders of the colonial body have proved to be porous, and Winthrop saw it as the
paramount task of the magistrates and elders to cure that body and drive out the
infection.”89 Ultimately then the outcome of the antinomian crisis was an early assertion
of domination vis-à-vis the body politic within the colonies. Rhetorically domination
occurs by way of constructing and maintaining a particular order of discourse as well as
the nondiscursive deployment of affirmations and sanctions such as adhering to doctrine
or as was the case with Hutchinson and some of her followers, excommunication;
domination concerns structures on what may be discussed, under which circumstances,
by whom, etc.90 Finally, the antinomian controversy marked an early use of the language
of the biological “enemy within” to accentuate domination, discourse that, as
contemporary political discourse demonstrates, remains a powerful tool.
A second event pertinent to an analysis of eugenics at the level of the nation in
general and with respect to the U.S. occurred in the early years of the 18th Century. In
1721 and 1722 Boston faced a Smallpox outbreak. At this time, Smallpox instilled a
tremendous amount of fear as there was no vaccination for the disease. Cotton Mather, a
socially and politically influential pastor who remains controversial to this day for his
support of the Salem Witch Trials, played a pivotal role in addressing the outbreak.
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Mather, whose maternal grandfather, John Cotton, had been the pastor Anne Hutchinson
and her followers had endeavored to install into a leadership position during the
antinomian controversy in the 1630s, was a devout Christian of the Calvinist ilk, meaning
that he believed that illness was punishment imposed by God for sin. During an outbreak
of smallpox as well as scarlet fever from 1702-1703, Mather explicitly suggested that
when health is taken away it is done so by God -- that sin was the first and only cause of
sickness.91 Despite his staunch religious faith however Mather was living in the wake of
the enlightenment and was captivated by its myriad scientific discoveries.
As early as 1713, when an outbreak of measles afflicted Boston, and certainly by
the 1721-1722 smallpox outbreak, Mather’s outlook on disease, the body and the duty of
the state to treat illness had shifted. Whereas he had once adhered to the
Calvinist/orthodox Puritan view that disease was divine punishment for misdeeds and
that the afflicted were better advised to free themselves from sin than illness, Mather
assumed a more compassionate and life-oriented posture toward the afflicted.92 The
evolution in Mather’s worldview occurred at a time when, at least in Western cultures, a
broader shift was underway with respect to the role of the state or the purpose of the body
politic. This was the era during which political power shifted from sovereignty over
populations to power that reflected and administered life. In other words, “Power would
no longer be dealing simply with legal subjects over whom the ultimate dominion was
death, but with living beings, and the mastery it would be able to exercise over them
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would have to be applied at the level of life itself; it was the taking charge of life, more
than the threat of death, that gave power its access even to the body.”93 Mather’s shifting
worldview, within the context of the larger changes in thinking about the role of the
sovereign and the state, manifest in his suggesting that inoculation be employed to
prevent smallpox epidemics. This recommendation was controversial. As the 1721-1722
epidemic grew increasingly lethal, the common treatments which included isolation and
repentant prayer as well as bleeding, purging, and vomiting were employed. But Mather,
predicated on first-hand observations having reviewed a substantial amount of the
scientific literature and having learned of the benefits of inoculation from his slave,
Onesimus, as well as having interviewed other Africans, convinced Zabdiel Boylston, a
local physician, to embark on the practice.94 The results were convincing: Whereas 15%
of those not inoculated succumbed to smallpox, only 2.5% who had been inoculated
perished.95
From a 21st century perspective, it might be difficult to appreciate the divisiveness
of the antinomian and inoculation controversies. Vaccinations are now commonplace for
a wide range of maladies and disputes concerning what nowadays might seem to be
trivial differences in religious outlooks such as whether salvation is earned via good
deeds or divine forgiveness (or both) might seem like relics of the distant past. But these

93

Michel Foucault, Right of Death and Power over Life. In Biopolitics: A Reader
ed by Timothy Campbell and Adam Sitze (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2013),
47.
94

Herzogenrath, 121-123.

95

Herzogenrath, 123.
39

ideological conflicts in colonial New England inform the concept of the body politic as it
pertains to the U.S. First, the controversy over inoculation marked a shift toward
valorizing the actual body as well as its use as a metaphor.96 Second, each conflict
highlights the need or perceived need for the body politic to possess a head – some form
of leadership or guidance - whether that be an individual, a governmental corpus, or some
sort of guiding principles such as orthodox Puritanism or Calvinist Christianity or later on
capitalism, the scientific method, and so on. Third, the inoculation controversy, from both
the perspective of positivist science and the metaphor of the body politic, reveals the
porous citadel, open to outside influences such as African slaves and the medical
knowledge about fostering resistance to infection they shared that predated Louis
Pasteur’s still relevant “discoveries” by more than a century and a half.97 Finally, the
discrediting and vilification of Anne Hutchinson with terms such as “virus “and
“infection” during the antinomian controversy signaled the emergence of a rhetorical
climate wherein an immunitary conception of the body politic took hold.
Following the shift from a conception (usually monarchal) of the body politic as
one in which the sovereign possesses the authority to take life or let live to a framework
wherein the purpose of the state is to administer life, the body became the site where the
immunitary function of politics became delaying the onset of death for as long as
possible.98 Somewhat paradoxically, though, the body politic is nourished not only by its
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capacity to reproduce the parts that comprise it but also the death of those parts.99
Moreover, like the capacity of the literal body to develop resistance to infection by way
of the introduction of small amounts of disease through inoculation, immunity of the
body politic is strengthened by exposure to and conflicts with disease through migration
and war.100 Consider as an example the economic benefits and increased medical
knowledge Bostonians garnered from African slaves during the inoculation controversy
as described above. Despite their contributions however they remained relegated to
peripheral positions within the body politic.
The presence of English people in North America was part of a larger European
colonial expansion throughout the world. This was a time of growth of many of the
European states that coincided with myriad other shifts that were brought forth by or
coincided with the Enlightenment, some of which have been addressed above. An
additional shift that occurred during this era and which was and remains amalgamated
with colonialism and post-colonial international relations was a change in justifications
for war. This new rationale was the promotion of the health of the population. “War will
be seen not only as a way of improving one’s own race by eliminating the enemy race (in
accordance with the themes of natural selection and the struggle for existence), but also
as a way of regenerating one’s own race. As more and more of our number die, the race
to which we belong will become all the purer.”101 In addition to its use to justify conflict
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and conquest, this “racism modelled on war” was also incorporated into arguments
concerning criminals and people with psychiatric disabilities, as well as others deemed
abnormal or defective.102 Thus, from this time of political, scientific, economic, and
social change until the present discourse justifying war, subjugation, incarceration,
expropriation, and more has been and remains replete with imagery of threats to the body
politic. The remainder of this chapter will be a somewhat brief overview of such
discourse as it pertains to eugenics in the U.S.
The phrase “body politic” is imbued with and wields persuasive power because it
compares the human body, a unit that is experienced as a unified whole and that is
proximate and part of immediate experience, with a common political and social space.
As a result, the metaphor yields a simplified way to represent and comprehend the
nation.103 Furthermore, “The choice of the human body, and the various conditions of
health and sickness, strength and weakness, working and sedentary, that often go along
with it is not incidental. The body is used in political theory to represent, … both the
ideal polity and to critique its actual manifestations. In doing so, it conveys a model of
citizenship in which the citizen's relationship to and responsibility for the rest of the
polity is defined.”104 Furthermore, like the carnal body that is bounded by skin, the body
politic is explicitly demarcated and bordered with the activity of politics occurring within
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it.105 This image of society with external boundaries, margins and internal structures
wields power that can reward conformity and repulse attack.106 In her classic
anthropological volume, Purity and Danger, Mary Douglas identifies four types of
pollution or attack with which the body politic must contend: First, danger pressing on
external boundaries or borders; second, danger arising from transgressions within the
social system; third, danger emanating from the margins; and fourth, danger stemming
from internal contradictions.107 Perceptions of factors that constitute dangers, threats,
infections, and pollution within the bounded body of the state as well as notions of what
constitutes a healthy body are now and always have been at the forefront of the rhetoric
of eugenics.
Following the end of World War II and revelations as to the horrors of the
Holocaust as well as similar atrocities such as the involuntary sterilization of more than
66,000 citizens of the U.S., the word “eugenics” acquired intense emotive power, often
invoked in efforts to discredit biomedical technological advances such as prenatal genetic
diagnosis.108 The term is used even more sparingly with respect to subject matter
concerning the body politic, issues such as migration, colonial expansion, and more.
Nevertheless, eugenic ideologies have been and remain central to these controversies of
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statecraft. Defining the term he neologized, Sir Francis Galton explains that “EUGENICS
is the science which deals with all influences that improve the inborn qualities of a race;
also with those that develop them to the utmost advantage.”109 Furthermore, Galton
insisted on the potential of eugenics as the science that would strengthen the state. He
suggested that the aim of eugenics was to represent each class or sect by its best
specimens, that humankind possessed the ability to identify qualities endemic to those
“best specimens” which would include health, manliness, courteous disposition, energy,
and ability.
They would have more of those qualities that are needed in a state--more vigor,
more ability, and more consistency of purpose. The community might be trusted
to refuse representatives of criminals, and of others whom it rates as undesirable.
Let us for a moment suppose that the practice of eugenics should hereafter raise
the average quality of our nation to that of its better moiety at the present day and
consider the gain. The general tone of domestic, social, and political life would be
higher. The race as a whole would be less foolish, less frivolous, less excitable,
and politically more provident than now.110
Endemic to eugenic approaches to preserving or improving the health of the body politic
is rhetoric concerning features of the body in the present that indicate threats to its
wellbeing. In a case study of the U.S., such rhetoric has very often taken the form of
depictions of danger and pollution instilling fear of violence, feeblemindedness, disease,
terrorism, and other threatening imagery. Although similarities among those labelled with
pejorative terms such as terrorist, feebleminded, criminal, alien, and the like might not be
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readily apparent, the function of the rhetoric beckons the conclusion that they exist and
are profound for the study of eugenics.
Rhetorical homology is a parallel that runs across seemingly disparate discourses;
it is an analytical approach aimed at stressing resemblances among discourses whose
contents and situations appear to be quite dissimilar.111 “A homological approach to
rhetoric provides a means to observe formal parallels that might indicate a larger
systematic interpretive framework that rhetors discussing very different content
nonetheless hold in common.”112 The final pages of this chapter will trace homologous
discourses related to eugenics, with a particular focus on eugenics in the U.S., that
systematically frames animate others – immigrants, Native Americans, and slaves, and
people with perceived intellectual disabilities – as posing threats to the wellbeing of the
nation.
When Europeans ventured to and occupied territories in Asia, Africa, and the
Americas, they were in effect encroaching on lands that had been home to their longstanding inhabitants for centuries, sometimes millennia. With respect to the body politic
metaphor, colonial expansion invites an extension of the analogy to the growth of the
carnal body. Indeed, just as the corpus of organisms grows in size from infancy, so too
did colonial expansion increase the size of the body politic for colonizing states. And, the
trajectories of expansion, which was by and large carried out by predominantly white,
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European nations into Asia, Africa, and the Americas which were primarily inhabited by
people of color, necessitated the increased interactions between people with disparate
backgrounds. Because the purposes of colonial expansion (acquisition of land,
expropriation of labor and natural resources, military conquest) were undertaken in the
self-interests of the colonizers and with very little regard for peoples residing in
colonized territories, conflicts predictably erupted. Consequently, rhetoric justifying
violence, subjugation, and the many other tragedies of colonialism ensued.
Predicated on racial differences, colonizers contrived distinctions between those
deemed “civilized” with those called “primitive” or “savage”.113 “The savage,
unburdened by property and unschooled in the higher arts, unkempt and unclean, by turns
cruel and sensitive, rational and violent, compliant and unruly, was an imaginary but
nonetheless palpable entity whose purpose was to bear the weight of discussion about
those fundamentally eugenic topics: fitness and capacity for civilization.”114 In North
America, Native Americans were ascribed with the caricature of the savage. Indeed, one
of the “abuses” perpetrated by King George III articulated in The Declaration of
Independence was “He has excited domestic insurrections amongst us, and has
endeavored to bring on the inhabitants of our frontiers, the merciless Indian Savages
whose known rule of warfare, is an undistinguished destruction of all ages, sexes and
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conditions.”115 Having sought and not failed to secure redress for this and the myriad
additional “abuses and usurpations” documented in the Declaration, the colonies fought
to separate from the mother country, eventually establishing itself as a nascent nation
state or to revisit the metaphor of the state as an organism, to birth an infant body politic
that would in the subsequent centuries grow to adulthood.
Following independence, the newly established nation was saddled with
significant war debt. Like any newborn, the U.S. was at first vulnerable in countless
ways. During the 1780s, beginning with the Articles of Confederation and then the
Constitution, provisions were made and codified to ensure the health and growth of the
infant nation. Of these, a compelling argument can be made that the Northwest Ordinance
was the most important and the statue that has had the greatest impact on the U.S.
Beginning in 1787 with its formal adoption, the Northwest Ordinance was the basic
measure establishing the territorial system of the new republic that eventuated in the
nation of fifty states.116 The purpose of the territorial system was to strengthen the new
nation by acquiring land that could then be sold to pay off war debt as well as to expand
Westward thus preventing Great Britain and Spain from claiming territory on the
continent first thereby exacerbating the vulnerability of the new country. However, “The
Indians were prepared to fight to retain their own way of life and their lands, and other
powers were not simply prepared to hand the continent to the infant republic.”117 As a

115

The Declaration of Independence (1776).

116

Reginald Horsman, “The Northwest Ordinance and the Shaping of an
Expanding Republic,” The Wisconsin Magazine of History 73, no. 1 (1989): 32.
117

Horsman.
47

result, more armed conflicts were inevitable as were rhetorical ventures crafted to warrant
such engagements.
Beginning with the Northwest Ordinance, policies reflecting the nativist ideology
of the new nation were espoused, codified, and enacted justifying the continuation of
forced migration of Native Americans, their forced acculturation, and wars against those
who refused to cede their land or adopt and adhere to the colonists’ worldview. The
period immediately following independence was the time when “American
exceptionalism” was a burgeoning rhetorical and ideological nuance. As such,
rationalizing forced acculturation or migration, expropriation of lands to be sold to
generate revenue for the newly formed government and war. It was understood to be
inevitable and in the best interest of Native Americans for the results would either be
death or the improvement of their civilization (which entailed abandoning their traditions
in favor of exalting and embracing Christianity, private property, European farming
techniques, and other forms of “progress”).118 Legally, these policies marked the
beginning of a tripartite Constitutional system in which Native Americans occupy a
tertiary position. They were not considered foreign nations or granted the privileges of
the states; instead, they are “domestic dependent nations.”119 Having set these ideological
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and legal precedents, a rhetorical stage was set for further measures that would enable the
infant nation to grow.
Essential to discourse justifying acquisition of land already occupied by native
Americans, Mexicans and others was discourse encompassed by a concept Philosopher
Thomas nail calls “expansion by expulsion.” Nail describes 2 ways in which expansion
by expulsion operates: The first occurs when “an internal condition is perceived that
allows for the removal of part of the population when certain internal limits have been
reached”; and, secondly, when “ an external condition that allows for the removal of part
of the population outside these limits when the territory is able to expand outward into
the lands of other groups” depriving people of their rights through slavery, criminalizing
their behavior, restricting access to employment, and more.120 Moreover, Nail argues that
political centrifugal power functions to establish a hierarchy whereby a central
administration asserts superiority and implements and administers processes such as
taxation, transportation, public works, and war to fortify its power.121 During the early
decades of the U.S., expansion by expulsion was bolstered by discourse of the body
politic metaphor that eventuated in territorial conquest and the marginalization of those
who did not wield power.
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In 1830, the Indian Removal Act was signed into law by Andrew Jackson. In his
message to Congress, he reaffirmed the patronizing worldview held toward original
occupants of what was then the expanding U.S. stating:
It gives me pleasure to announce to Congress that the benevolent policy of the
Government, steadily pursued for nearly thirty years, in relation to the removal of
the Indians beyond the white settlements is approaching to a happy
consummation. Two important tribes have accepted the provision made for their
removal at the last session of Congress, and it is believed that their example will
induce the remaining tribes also to seek the same obvious advantages.122
Removal of Native Americans was predicated upon the patronizing presumption that
imposing values on them served their best interest. Additionally, many if not most white
people believed that “the Indian was congenitally incapable of adopting civilized ways,”
due to their thirst for spirits, their unnatural predilection for war, “An inordinate fondness
for the hunter state,” and an aversion to improving conditions.123 Thus, having created
and reiterated the caricature of the Native American as savage and primitive since the
time of their arrival, Americans were able to justify persecution. “This image of the
enemy is intensified by a contrasting image of the United States as a representative of
civilization who is rational, tolerant of diversity, and pacific.”124 Moreover, “the contrasts
of force vs. freedom, irrationality vs. rationality, and aggression vs. defense permeate the
substance and style of the call-to-arms throughout American history.”125 Such contrasts
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were employed again in the 1840s to justify war with Mexico, the conflict that eventuated
in further expansion of the national corpus with its current borders on the North
American Continent.
In May 1846, Congress and President James K. Polk declared war with Mexico.
The declaration was signed into law during the era when Manifest Destiny was a
burgeoning ethos among the citizenry of the U.S. Manifest Destiny; however, this was
not a sufficient justification nor was it mentioned in deliberations for declaring and
prosecuting the war. Once again, rhetoric concerning pollution was marshalled to support
the conflict. In his May 11, 1846 message to Congress, Polk articulated intrinsic harms
done to the U.S. by the Mexican government which included suspension of diplomatic
relations, unprovoked attack, disruptions in what had been fruitful commerce, and having
insulted the national honor of their neighbors to the North.126 Polk employed words such
as “outrage,” “extortion,” “menace,” “invasion,” etc., thus ascribing culpability for the
U.S. having no alternative but to prosecute a just war on Mexico (exemplifying Mary
Douglas’ forms of pollution emanating from the margins and penetrating borders of the
body).127 In addition, justification for war with Mexico arose from anti-Catholic
sentiment that was rampant in the early republic (representative of Douglas’ conception
of pollution in the form of transgressions from within the body). “These opinions held
that the Roman Catholic Church, which stunted the economic and social evolution of
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every country it dominated, depended solely on power, intrigue, and ignorance to
flourish. Thus, soldiers blamed Mexico's political and social troubles on a mix of racial
and religious inferiority.”128 More than that, the anti-Catholic sentiment manifest in
suspicions that Catholics’ allegiance was to the Pope and not the nation and that they
were not only disinterested in assimilating but were in fact despots. Therefore, similar to
the forced migration of Native Americans being justified via rhetorical constructions of
them as primitive and savage, so, too, was the Manifest Destiny, the U.S.-Mexican War,
and the subsequent annexations of lands deemed justifiable by depicting Mexicans as
aggressors with whom rational diplomacy could not be forged and whose religious faith
was posed a threat to Protestant America.
Ultimately, discourses brought forth by those imbued with and wielding power
during the colonial period and well into the19th Century, the era during which the U.S.
body politic metaphorically moved from conception to its current full-grown corpus, has
manifested in a common or homologous framework by which
a powerful, internally consistent symbolic pattern that impersonalizes
victims/prey, yet relates the violent actor to them as sensate beings in some shared
hierarchy that the actor perceives is significant. A symbolic and nuanced
relationship of domination—and the domination of an animate “Other” viewed as
worth dominating rather than use of an objectified “thing”—emerges …129
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in much the same fashion as it occurs rhetorically on the part of people who participate in
sport hunting and who perpetrate stranger rapes and hate crimes.130 The homologous
discourses discussed in this chapter employ the body politic metaphor with its trajectories
of health, disease, and the like. “In the metaphorical frame, new concepts are integrated
into familiar sets of assumptions about classifications of entities, events and actions and
their evaluations.”131 And “like the interdependence and the relative importance of parts
of the body, the dangers of illness and the benefits of a cure are common knowledge, and
racists of all times have employed that knowledge to denounce their enemies as agents of
(political/social) disease .”132 To be sure, the discourses described herein reflect the
power of the body politic metaphor as it pertains to the growth of the U.S. from
conception through growth especially as it is so often employed by the dominant class to
rhetorically construct non-dominant groups as disease, as bearing culpability or posing
threats to them.
As described above, use of the body politic metaphor engenders conclusions as to
sickness and health, strength and weakness, industrious and sedentary, about individuals
and groups within the state, conclusions that have yielded pernicious conduct in the name
of eugenics throughout history, conduct very much worthy of critique. “The focus of a
critique of domination is on the discourse of power which creates and sustains the social
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practices which control the dominated. It is, more particularly, a critique of ideologies,
perceived as rhetorical creations.”133 In his inimitable way, legendary jazz musician and
spoken-word poet Gil Scott-Heron offered a truly compelling critique of the domination
that was and is part and parcel of the growth of the U.S. body politic. He summarized:
We learned to our amazement untold tale of scandal
Two long centuries buried in the musty vault
Hosed down daily with a gagging perfume
America was a bastard the illegitimate daughter
Of the mother country whose legs
Were then spread around the world
And a rapist known as freedom: free doom
Democracy, liberty, and justice were
Revolutionary code names that preceded
The bubbling bubbling bubbling bubbling
Bubbling in the mother country's crotch
And behold a baby girl was born
Nurtured by slave holders and whitey racists
It grew and grew and grew screwing
Indiscriminately like mother, like daughter
Everything unplagued by her madame mother.134
Colonialism necessarily entailed interactions between colonial powers and the original
residents of colonized territories. Increases in the frequency of interactions between
individuals and nations of varying races, ideologies, religions, traditions, and so on are
concomitant with the evolution of the body politic concept as well as notions of national
health and sickness, threats and security, and the roles segments of the polity are expected
to fulfill or positions to which they are relegated. As such, although Westward expansion
of the U.S. culminated in its current borders more than a century ago, many of the same
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extensions of the body politic metaphor remain in use today and are deployed to achieve
similar aims.
As described at the beginning of this chapter, much of the acrimony that
hallmarked the 2016 U.S. Presidential race was focused on the head of the body politic.
Each candidate and their constituencies feared that election of the adversary would
compromise the overall health of the nation. More than that, much like the antinomian
controversy in which disparate views on theology resulted in significant conflict,
unanticipated antagonism over matters of faith erupted between Donald Trump and Pope
Francis. The conflict arose when the pontiff insisted that building a border wall between
Mexico and the U.S. was not the work of a bona fide Christian to which Trump retorted
by asserting that it is disgraceful for a religious leader to question a person’s faith.135 In
the same reply, Trump insinuated culpability on the part of the Mexican government,
suggesting it had manipulated the Pope during his visit there, a move reminiscent to
President Polk’s rhetoric justifying war in 1846.136 In addition, while campaigning for the
office, Trump marshalled support by fomenting fear of internal pollution or savagery
following the mass murder in Orlando by accusing Muslims of possessing knowledge of
attacks and failing to alert authorities and reiterating his proposal that a temporary travel
ban from majority Muslim countries be enacted.137 In so doing, the rhetorical practice of
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ascribing ulterior motives to a class of people was once again employed, in a similar
fashion to how it had been directed toward Catholics prior to and during the U.S.-Mexico
war. Such discourses are and have been deployed within the framework of nationbuilding to establish differences among people and classes, used concomitantly within the
guise of the state as a body, to authorize conclusions concerning menaces, pollution,
infection, and other maladies, and to justify actions undertaken to address these supposed
threats.
Consequently, the crucial paradox regarding Trump's explicit racist discourse and
policies is that they only prima facie substantially differ from the existing
governmental policies and practices and their implicit biopolitical representation
of the American body politic. A body politic that is implicitly represented as a
white homogenous population always-already under threat by internal and
external threats ranging from the terrorism, drugs, illnesses, criminality and
sexual deviation that inherently characterize specific internal and external foreign
populations. This implicit representation rationalises and legitimises continuous
brutal and benign domestic and foreign interventions in order to preserve the
normal population and regulate, discipline, exclude or ultimately dispose of
abnormal (parts of) populations.138
The foregoing analysis demonstrates the extent to which race, and to perhaps a
lesser degree, ideology has been and remains integral to the body politic concept and its
use to classify individuals and groups as constitutive of health or illness. Race, religious
faith, national origin, and ideology however began to be obfuscated following The
Enlightenment when the administration of life became part of the role of the sovereign.
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As part of this shift, increased discernment between the normal, healthy, non-deficient
and non-degenerate parts of the population from those deemed abnormal, ill, deficient,
degenerate, and dangerous parts, discernment gave rise to measures designed to provide
to those parts of the population perceived and classified as “normal” security, kept
healthy, nurtured, and defended whereas those thought to be “abnormal” were imagined
as needing to be surveilled, discipline, controlled, and even killed.139 And, just as the
inoculation controversy of 1721-1722 marked an early instance when science encroached
on erstwhile approaches to addressing disease, so too have post-Enlightenment scientific
positivism, measures purported to be objective instruments of assessment, and advances
in medicine and medical technology been deployed for eugenic determinations
concerning which people are “well-born” as well as to assign value to individual lives.
This will be examined in the next chapter.
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Chapter Three: Assessment
The 2008 recession engendered many questions concerning fiscal policy and
economic justice. More than that though its aftermath engendered a great deal of
discontent with a variety of systems such as healthcare, housing, and education. In 2011,
thousands of teachers, parents, and students comprising the grassroots “Save our
Schools” movement, embittered by negative consequences brought on by No Child Left
Behind and President Obama’s Rise to the Top initiative assembled in Washington, D. C.
to protest the proliferation of standardized tests and to initiate the practice of refusing to
take them.140 A national survey of 14 large school districts revealed that students from
third through eighth grade took an average of ten standardized tests per year with some
taking as many as twenty.141 The number of tests administered was only part of the
impetus for resistance; growing sentiment that the purpose of the proliferation of testing
was aimed at eliminating critical thinking from schools, to form a labor force of “cheerful
robots,” and to generate immense profits for corporations within the education industry
and for information firms.142 As a result of these myriad concerns, the number of student
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who participated in opting out of taking standardized tests rose from approximately
100,000 to roughly 750,000 in 2015.143
Controversies concerning the use of standardized assessments in schools and
elsewhere are not new. Deciding in favor of the plaintiffs in a landmark class action
lawsuit in 1979, U.S. District Court Judge Robert Peckham instituted a ban on
administering IQ tests to African American students in the State of California for the
purposes of making decisions about special education.144 The plaintiffs had successfully
argued throughout the seven-month-long trial that IQ tests in general and The Wechsler
Intelligence Skills for Children (WISC) tests (the assessment most often used in
California to determine whether students would be placed in special education) were only
statistically normed using control groups comprised exclusively of white subjects.
Additionally, they are inherently racially, culturally, and economically biased. Using
them perpetuates racial prejudice and social Darwinism, as well as the use of scientific
mystique to legitimate prejudices. The legitimation of prejudices via purportedly
objective and science-backed assessment technologies is in no way surprising. Just as the
discourse of the body politic metaphor is employed to validate hierarchy and to
marginalize individuals and groups of people, so too are modes of testing used to impose
validity onto ostensibly unbiased assessment technologies. In the U.S. in particular, in
direct response to passage of the Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments to
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the constitution, supposedly objective literacy and voter registration tests proliferated in
the U.S. after passage of Constitutional amendments and the Reconstruction Act of 1867
effectively disenfranchising African Americans.145 One of the outcomes has been to
maintain the concentration of power over standardized testing among predominantly
white elites. Therefore, little or no credence was paid to the many flaws and limitations
endemic to them.
As described in the previous chapter, trajectories of the body politic metaphor
were instrumental to the growth of the U.S. from its infancy to the present. The doctrine
of Manifest Destiny as well as statutes such as the Homestead Act and the Northwest
Ordinance legitimized westward expansion by establishing hierarchies very often
predicated on ascribing to non-Anglo denizens of North America threatening qualities via
terms such as “menace”, “virus”, “savage”, “primitive”, “infection” and the like. Despite
the effectiveness of such discourses in justifying forced migration and the ceding of land,
wars, and other nefarious actions that eventuated in the current borders of the contiguous
United States, these same laws and doctrines nearly brought about an end to the nation as
it is presently constituted. The Northwest Ordinance established the framework for a
union spanning North America and the Constitution, also drafted in 1787, provided the
federal government the power needed for expansion to take place.146 Although passage of
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these culminated in the present composition of the U.S., a dubious flaw common to each
rendered their impact a Pyrrhic victory.
While the architects of what would become the new republic congregated initially
to draft the Articles of Confederation and later both the Northwest Ordinance and the
Constitution, discussions as to the legality of slavery were undertaken. In 1784, Thomas
Jefferson produced a revised draft of a 1783 land ordinance outlining how parcels of land
would be apportioned as part of westward expansion and how new states would be
admitted to the new nation -- a proposal that included the abolition of slavery in the
newly-conquered or acquired territory by the year 1800.147 Jefferson’s proposal was not
adopted. During the middle years of the 1780s, a period spanning the time when Jefferson
initially advanced his plans for westward expansion and the drafting of the Northwest
Ordinance and the Constitution, euphoria at having achieved independence began to fade
giving way to grave concerns over the chronic financial crisis. Concerns included
whether the newly-formed Confederation government was weak, whether there was an
inability to control commerce in ways that would influence foreign powers, and
wondering about continuing hostilities and encroachment on American interests by Spain
and Great Britain.148 Specifically, Spain was unwilling to allow the new republic to trade
within Spanish America while Great Britain excluded its former colonies from its longestablished trade with the British West Indies.149
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Central to the growth of economic power in both Great Britain and France was the
“triangular trade” in which manufactured goods were exchanged in Africa for people
doomed to enslavement in the U.S. and the West Indies, where they were in turn
exchanged for colonial raw materials to be returned to the home country.150 Despite its
economic might, Great Britain’s involvement in the triangular trade subsided primarily as
a result of its defeat in the U.S. War of Independence.151 Although the outcome of the
war at once curtailed some of Britain’s economic dominance in North America and
propelled anti-slavery currents eventuating in passage of The Slave Trade Act 1807
abolishing the slave trade throughout the British Empire, the so-called “peculiar
institution” would in fact be fortified in the newly-established republic.152 In June, 1783,
the Prime Minister, Lord North, complimented the Quaker opponents of the slave trade
on their humanity, but regretted that its abolition was an impossibility, as the trade had
become necessary to almost every nation in Europe.153 A comparable conclusion was
drawn by the architects of the U.S. Constitution, particularly among those representing
colonies whose prospects for economic growth would be bolstered by retaining chattel
slavery, primarily colonies in what would become the southern United States. To secure
political power that would be wielded to maintain slavery, the “Three-Fifths Clause” was
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codified in the Constitution. The clause reads: “Representatives and direct Taxes shall be
apportioned among the several States which may be included within this Union,
according to their respective Numbers, which shall be determined by adding to the whole
Number of free Persons, including those bound to Service for a Term of Years, and
excluding Indians not taxed, three fifths of all other Persons.”154 Contrary to widely held
belief, the Three-Fifths Clause did not assert that each African American was but threefifths of a human being or three-fifths of a citizen; rather, it declared that for purposes of
congressional representation, three-fifths of the total number of enslaved African
Americans would be added to the total population residing in a given state.155 The clause
was part of a set of compromises that included abolition of slavery in the Northwest
Territories and an end to U.S. participation in the international slave trade by 1807.156
The result of the three-fifths clause was that slaveholding states had what abolitionists
and others deemed disproportionate influence on the Presidency, the U.S. Supreme Court
and the speakership of the House of Representatives influence that remained in tact until
passage of the 13th,14th, and 15th Amendments which, respectively, freed slaves, granted
African Americans full citizenship and afforded African American men the right to
vote.157 In addition, The Three-Fifths Clause marked the introduction of what Michel

154

U.S. Const. Art. 1. sec. 2. cl. 3.

155

Malik Simba, “The Three-Fifths Clause of the United States Constitution
(1787),” The Black Past: Remembered and Reclaimed.
http://www.blackpast.org/aah/three-fifths-clause-united-states-constitution-1787.
156

Simba, “The Three-Fifths Clause.”

157

Simba, “The Three-Fifths Clause.”
63

Foucault terms “mathesis.” In essence, “mathesis” is an algebraic way of ordering simple
natures into what passes for knowledge – in the case of The Three-Fifths Clause, it served
as a pseudo-scientific means to conceptualize the totality of subgroups within a
population for political gain.158
Slavery is not often introduced into discussions of eugenics. However, it serves as
an excellent point at which to begin investigating the evolution of eugenic thought
especially in the U.S. The inoculation controversy in which Cotton Mather was embroiled
exemplified the tensions that arose during the Enlightenment stemming from perceptions
that scientific positivism and discovery were supplanting theological doctrine and power.
Similar shifts occurred with respect to justifications for maintaining the system of chattel
slavery. Christian clergy of myriad denominations had preached the justness of slavery
until the U.S. Civil War and afterwards, often citing “the supposed biblical warrant that
of the three sons of Noah (Shem, Ham, and Japhet) had been cursed and cast into
servitude.”159
From the time of the War of Independence until the beginning of the Civil War,
the encroachment of secular and scientific (sometimes pseudo-scientific) thought
increased its hold on deliberations concerning slavery. Among the most notable
abolitionists who favored secular over theological ethics in favor of emancipation were
Thomas Paine, Frederick Douglass, William Lloyd Garrison, and John Brown.160 During
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the same period, science encroached on theology to support chattel slavery. And this
support can be traced in large measure to a pair of landmarks in the history of scientific
revolutions – Paracelsus’ having formalized the art of the clinical diagnosis into the
practice of medicine in the early decades of the sixteenth century followed by Linnaeus’
establishment of a classification system for living beings in the eighteenth century. The
remainder of this chapter, divided into two parts, traces the genealogy of the
incorporation of assessment technologies into eugenic thought beginning with early
efforts at clinical diagnosis and the classification of human differences, then turning to
the development of standardized tests which, although purported to be objective
evaluative measures, have proven integral to eugenics following the Industrial Revolution
and well into the twenty-first century.
Before delving into the rhetoric specific to standardized testing, it will be helpful
to review the genealogy of clinical diagnosis – especially as it has pertained to the brain –
in order to understand why the compulsion to classify is integral to the discourse of
eugenics. On May 23, 2007, a speech was delivered at the Uppsala Cathedral in Sweden
initiating celebrations around the world of the three hundredth anniversary of the birth of
one of the great and most influential scientists of the eighteenth century, legendary
botanist Carolus Linnaeus. Commemorating the scientist, Carl-Olof Jacobson, President
of the Swedish Linnaeus Society, attested to the legacy of his fellow Swede, stating:
Both during your lifetime and to posterity, you became known above all as the
great bringer of order to the three kingdoms of nature - the animal kingdom, the
plant kingdom, and the mineral kingdom. All these years, we have retained your
way of giving organisms genus names and species names. Your mind was also
supremely attuned to understanding the contexts you perceived in nature. You
were a pioneer in grasping the interdependence that characterizes the relationships
both between organisms and between them and their physical surroundings. You
65

were sensitive to the sometimes delicate mechanisms in our surroundings, and
you realised that we humans have a responsibility for the impact we have on
nature.161
Linnaeus’ system remains the standard by which living things are classified to this day.
The genus and species taxonomy are the same means of organizing living beings from
which the words “homo sapien” as the scientific referent for humankind is derived.
Despite the extent to which Linnaeus’ contributions have proven essential to three
centuries of scientific discovery, his taxonomic system has at times been deployed in
ways that reinforced some of humankind’s most inhumane behaviors.
During the eighteenth century, a noteworthy shift occurred in the way in which
race relations were conceptualized. In the era of antiquity, the definition of race was
essentially one of naïve ethnocentrism, a notion of race predicated on conclusions drawn
about aliens as being either more or less than human depending on how successfully the
in-group exploited them for their own advantages and based on the perceived traits of the
alien (such as Aristotle’s assertion that “barbarians” are destined to be slaves.162 Later,
the spread of Christian thought including the common fatherhood of God and the
implication that all of humankind is bound together like siblings, little was explicitly
written or spoken about race; rather, notions of impiety and heresy served as substitutes
for racial justifications for slavery and other forms of discrimination.163

161

Carl-Olof Jacobson, “Commemoration Speech.” In The Linnean Legacy:
Three Centuries after His Birth. eds. Mary J. Morris and Leonie Berwick (London:
Linnean Society, 2008), 9-11.
162

Floyd N. House, “Viewpoints and Methods in the Study of Race Relations,”
American Journal of Sociology 40, no. 4 (1935): 441-42.
163

House, “Viewpoints and Methods,” 442.
66

Following the Enlightenment and the concomitant erosion of the power of
religious dogma, renewed interest and investigations were undertaken to understand and
explain the practical implications of the differences between the races. Among the figures
who sought to understand differences between the races, Linnaeus and his taxonomic
system was quite possibly the most influential. With the publication of his magnum opus,
Systema Naturae, Linnaeus solidified his legacy by introducing his system of
classification, codifying the classification of organisms with the binomial nomenclature
he created and elevating the value of taxonomy within the realms of science. Although
the taxonomic approach to concepts of race and race relations differed from those that
predominated in thought during Antiquity and later the Middle Ages, allegedly objective
empirical scientific endeavors to comparatively study “race traits” undertaken almost
always by representatives of the white race, only served to reinforce erstwhile ideas and
therefore lent themselves to perpetuating myriad forms of discrimination.164 In other
words,
The doctrine or scientific hypothesis involved is that the races of man differ from
each other on the average in capacities of the kind that are of most significance in
human social life, and that the relationships of subordination and dominance, and
the like, which exist between racial groups in the modern world, are to be
interpreted as the natural and inevitable outcome of differences in average
hereditary capacity between the members of the different races.165
The suggestion that differences in hereditary capacity between representatives of races
might strike many people nowadays as being a relic from a distant past. But science then
as now can be susceptible to influence exerted by a zeitgeist. Myths, prejudices, and out-
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of-date beliefs can be engendered by the same methods and practices that lead to
scientific discovery and science has very often incorporated and advanced many of these
same prejudicial attitudes under the guise of objective empiricism.166 Tracing the
genealogy from the time of Linnaeus until the present will prove enlightening as to the
ways in which eugenic thought has progressed from the time of the shift to a scientific
paradigm predicated on taxonomy has functioned to marginalize throngs of people due to
perceived racial and other differences.
Mathesis as a means of creating knowledge eventuated in the sectional strife that
nearly brought about the demise of the United States. Another form of knowledge
production central to the rhetoric of hierarchy which undergirds the progress of scientific
discovery is what Foucault termed “taxinomia.” Foucault argues that the establishment of
tables (grids or taxonomies) facilitates the conceptualization of similarities and
differences, proximity and distance, adjacency and separateness, signs to which value are
assigned.167 More specifically, the implicit rhetoric at play, rhetoric the Ancient Greeks
called “taxis,” entails a given order of discourse consisting of a specific articulation of
bodies and languages as well as a given order of things, a sorting of things that
contributes to a Zeitgeist. In short, taxis presupposes a gap between discourse and the
natural order of things with language bridging that gap.168
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Like a majority of the leaders of Western nations during the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries, who failed to question the propriety of racial ranking and whose
political and scientific assent of such rankings was undergirded by prevailing social belief
rather than objective data, Linnaeus’ taxonomy amalgamated character with anatomy to
assert that “Homo sapiens afer (the African black) … is ‘ruled by caprice’; Homo sapiens
europaeus is ‘ruled by customs.’ Of African women, he wrote: mammae
lactantesprolixae—breasts lactate profusely. The men, he added, are indolent and anoint
themselves with grease.”169 To be sure, Linnaeus included a racial schema into his work
arguing in favor of four races of homo sapien, races tied to geography. His racial
taxonomy that did not adhere to the more common racist hierarchy prevalent during his
lifetime, included Americanus, Europeus, Asiaticus, and Afer; thus, the races associated
with the four major regions according to the contemporary cartography of his time.170
Nevertheless, and despite Linnaeus’ enduring fame and influence, he is not remembered
for having ensconced racial taxonomy into scientific thought. That distinction belongs to
another highly influential eighteenth century scientist, the German physician Johann
Friedrich Blumenbach. Blumenbach, who revered Linnaeus, sought to refine the
Botanist’s racial schema but did so from an atypically non-racist perspective. Indeed,
“Blumenbach was the least racist, most egalitarian, and most genial of all Enlightenment
writers on the subject of human diversity.”171 Ironically, however, despite Blumenbach’s
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commitment to human unity and his view that purported moral and intellectual
differences between groups of people were inconsequential, his refinement of Linaeus’
cartographic racial taxonomy into the canonical, five-race scheme that incorporates linear
ranking of races based on putative worth engendered conventional racism from that time
to the present.172
Although Blumenbach defied the prevailing wisdom of his time by rejecting the
notion that each race had its own unique origin, he nevertheless failed to recognize the
impact that the zeitgeist exalting all the trappings of European culture had on what he
believed to be his objective observations informing his work. As such, he unwittingly
demonstrated the rhetorical power of taxis by electing to regard his own European variety
of homo sapien as nearest to the ideal and, identifying people residing nearest to Mount
Caucasus as embodying the characteristics of an original ideal, he named the race
“Caucasian.”173 Despite his aforementioned and widely recognized good intentions,
Blumenbach’s scheme was compromised by way of its predication on his own sense of
aesthetic European beauty, a sense of outward, ideal beauty he insisted was objective and
quantifiable.174 This flaw in his scheme therefore contributed to exacerbating the very
racial prejudices and biases Blumenbach found abhorrent. Refining Linnaeus’ racial
scheme in the 3rd edition of his magnum opus, De generis humani varietate native,
Blumenbach delineated a racial taxonomy identifying five groups: He proposed that
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humankind was comprised of “the “Caucasian variety” for light-skinned people of
Europe and adjacent areas; the “Mongolian variety” for inhabitants of eastern Asia,
including China and Japan; the “Ethiopian variety” for dark-skinned people of Africa; the
“American variety” for native populations of the New World; and the “Malay variety” for
Polynesians and Melanesians of Pacific islands, and for the aborigines of Australia.”175
As mentioned above, Blumenbach’s aims were humane if not noble. But the
method he employed in expanding Linnaeus’ racial taxonomy is what wrought so much
reprehensible conduct since its publication and dissemination. Specifically, despite
believing that all homo sapiens were united and stridently rejecting the common claim
that black Africans occupied the lowest spot on racial hierarchies due to unique features
of their inferiority, Blumenbach advanced a Eurocentric argument that perceived racial
differences as having arisen from migration from around Mount Caucasus where the
species originated to other regions where they were impacted by climate and the adoption
of different habits and ways of living.176 Thus, in theorizing the races of humankind,
Blumenbach transformed Linnaeus’ geographic model into a geometric one whereby
Caucasians, the most outwardly beautiful of the species, were the ideal and the other four
races were designated by the degrees to which they departed from that ideal, one strand
including Native Americans followed by Asians and the other branch having the Malay
as the intermediate with black Africans as the furthest from the ideal.177 “The shift from a
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geographic to a hierarchical ordering of human diversity marks a fateful transition in the
history of Western science—for what, short of railroads and nuclear bombs, had more
practical impact, in this case almost entirely negative, upon our collective lives and
nationalities.”178
Linnaeus and Blumenbach thus broadly infused taxonomy into science, culture,
and politics. But the art of clinical diagnosis was also a major component of scientific and
medical practice during and since the Enlightenment, and efforts were underway
beginning in the eighteenth century to deploy scientific positivism to assess myriad
characteristics, including intelligence, moral character, and the like. While Linnaeus was
developing his classification system, another Swede, Emanuel Swedenborg, became one
of the first scientists to theorize that various parts of the cerebral cortex controlled
different functions.179 In 1736, Swedenborg abandoned his interests in mathematics,
astronomy and mining in favor of the life sciences, visited medical centers in the
Netherlands, Italy, and France where he gathered as much knowledge he could about the
nervous system in the hope that he could then better understand the relationship between
the body and the soul.180 Swedenborg published much of his cutting-edge work on
cortical localization in the early 1740s. His findings were proved largely accurate
beginning in the 1860s. nevertheless, he never ascended into the pantheon of brain
scientists due to a variety of factors including his not having held a university faculty
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post, his work having failed to attract the attention of the medical community, and finally,
in 1744 he began to have mystical visions involving communication with the dead
prompting him to abandon the life sciences for rewriting Christian scripture.181
By and large, cortical localization remained dormant in scientific circles until the
1860s when Swedenborg’s treatises on the brain were rediscovered during an era in
which myriad scientists, Paul Broca being the most influential, resurrected the concept
thereby establishing the then nascent discipline now known as neuroscience. There was
however a noteworthy exception to the prevailing notion of a functionally indivisible
cerebral cortex that person being the German physician, Franz Joseph Gall.
Toward the end of the eighteenth century, many scientists had begun associating
physical features of the body with personality traits: physiognomy is the art of judging
character traits based on facial features had become particularly popular at the time.182
Concurring with the basic tenet of physiognomy – that variation in structure is
necessarily concomitant with variation in function – Gall developed his “organology,” an
approach to diagnosis of brain functions whereby bumps on the overlying skull were
purported to reflect the development of the many specialized organs that comprise the
cerebral cortex.183 Initial resistance to Gall’s approach to the study of the brain and
human faculties was predicated on religious grounds. Although he first began describing
his approach in Vienna, disturbed by Gall’s linking intellect with a material substance
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(the brain) rather than the immaterial soul and upset by his contention that human
character was fixed at birth and highly resistant to change, the Catholic church in
conjunction with the Austrian monarchy, issued a regulation prohibiting public lecturing
unless permission had been granted by the authorities.184
Rather than seeking permission to continue lecturing in Austria, Gall commenced
traveling to less conservative regions of Europe in 1805, speaking about crania, brains,
and personality traits, and giving demonstrations of dissection, accumulating a collection
of skull samples, and writing his monumental, four-volume “Anatomie et physiologie du
système nerveux en général et du cerveau en particulier (Anatomy and Physiology of the
Nervous System in General and the Cerebrum in Particular).”185
Gall’s science was based primarily on studies of the cranial features of people
from the extremes of society. These people included great writers, poets, statesmen, and
musical or mathematical prodigies. They also included lunatics and criminals, as well as
the feebleminded, deaf, dumb, and blind individuals. The overriding belief was that
because certain traits are exaggerated or markedly deficient in these unusual men and
women, relationships between brain and behavior could be determined more easily by
studying them.186
More broadly, Gall professed that his organology could measure twenty-seven
“faculties of mind” such as the reproductive instinct, love of one’s offspring, courage or
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the self-defense instinct, destructiveness, circumspection or forethought, memory for
facts, words and people, sense of language, wisdom, religious sentiment, kindness and
benevolence, and firmness of purpose, and others.187 From 1804 until 1813, Gall was
assisted by his disciple, Johann Spurzheim. However, the two parted ways when
Spurzheim proposed modifying their craniological approach to understanding the organs
of the brain, adding six faculties including hope and moral sense to the original twentyseven and refuting Gall’s assertion that bad or evil faculties that lead to behaviors such as
murder or theft exist and thus need to be suppressed.188 In addition, Spurzheim, who was
less pessimistic than Gall concerning the fixity of human nature, emphasized the
importance of education and training. He is responsible for popularizing the term
“phrenology,” a word comprised of the Greek word “phren” or mind and a form of the
suffix logos (discourse) intended together to mean mental science.189 In short, the word
phrenology came to connote any endeavor that linked cranial features with behavior, and
the new “scientific approach to the study of the mind” (Gall’s organology was intended to
be an approach to the study of the brain), often referred to as “practical phrenology,”
enjoyed swift and wide-spread adoption throughout much of Europe and the U.S.
Regarded at the time as a progressive shift in the art of character analysis, practical
phrenology was embraced by social reformers as a scientific means of remediating social
problems. Taxis was central to the rhetoric that propelled its promotion and widespread
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adoption. Reformers touted practical phrenology as an objective approach to the
classification of criminals whose propensities toward illegal conduct could be ascertained
based on skull features; having abandoned the belief that all students should be taught in
the same ways, educators used it to direct pupils toward specific programs of study; and
finally, psychiatrists embraced it as a diagnostic tool for classifyingand treating mental
problems.190 However, as is often the case during eras deemed to be progressive, the
early decades of the nineteenth century when phrenology’s popularity was at its apex,
was a time when undercurrents of troubles yet to come were festering.
Specifically, the newest sciences of the brain and mind, undergirded by the
general acceptance of racial taxonomy, fomented belief in polygeny -- the word used to
describe the assertion that each race of homo sapien evolved from a separate origin. One
of the most influential adherents of polygeny was Samuel George Morton. Morton was a
distinguished scientist and physician from Philadelphia who accumulated more than one
thousand human skulls from the 1820s until his death in 1851.191 Morton forged for
himself a reputation as a great gatherer of data and objective scientist and, at the time of
his death, was revered as highly as any American scientist throughout the world.192
Morton’s underlying hypothesis though was that an objective ranking of the races could
be achieved by analyzing physical characteristics of the brain and in particular by its
size.193 Thus, Morton’s empiricism -- comparing the sizes of the crania in his collection
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and presented in his three major works, Crania Americana (1839), which was about
Native Americans; Crania Aegyptiaca (1844) which was a study of skulls found in
Egyptian tombs; and, a final summary of his entire collection published in 1849 -- was
lauded as irrefutable data on the mental worth of the different races. It matched the
entrenched prejudicial rankings that held whites to be at the top, Native Americans in the
middle, and Black people at the bottom. Among white people, the Anglo-Saxxons and
Teutons were at the top while the Jews were in the middle and the Hindus were on the
bottom. Moreover, Morton’s empiricism was touted as having revealed that these
rankings had existed throughout recorded human history and that the racial ranking and
its manifestations, such as status and access to power, were the natural byproducts of
biological merit.194
Via retrospect, the notion of assessing the development of organs of the cerebral
cortex or arriving at accurate, empirical conclusions as to the mental and moral capacities
based on cranial bumps and skull size seem preposterous. But during the first decades of
the nineteenth century, organology, practical phrenology, and craniometry were the latest
and most cutting-edge sciences of the brain and mind. Furthermore, these approaches
were promulgated by scientists, thus the likelihood of their adoption and of the measures
they promoted being extolled as credible and largely incontrovertible. Since Antiquity,
scientists have enjoyed “prophetic ethos” which is a form of powerful credibility wielded
by an elite few who can demonstrate access to privileged knowledge and use that access
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to engage the public about its core values.195 Yet, the history of science is replete with
advancements that were proved inaccurate and whose applications were used for ignoble,
and at times, inhumane, pernicious ends. Revered, award-winning novelist Toni Morrison
articulates the ways in which the aforementioned sciences were used to strip African
Americans of their human dignity in her Pulitzer Prize winning volume Beloved. Through
the Schoolteacher character, she demonstrates the indignity of African Americans being
taught that they share many characteristics with nonhuman animals by having his black
students place the characteristics of an individual pictured in a textbook into columns: He
states, “No, no. That’s not the way. I told you to put her human characteristics on the left;
her animal ones on the right. And don’t forget to line them up.”196 Overhearing this
exchange, Morrison’s character Sethe asks an ill woman she is taking care of to explain
what characteristics are. The bed-ridden woman replies to Sethe, “A characteristic is a
feature. A thing that’s natural to a thing.”197 But Schoolteacher’s interest in
“characteristics” was not limited to just misguided and racist pedagogy. He used his
“measuring string” to arrive at conclusions about African Americans which, in
antebellum America, could and were used for myriad pernicious purposes within the
system of chattel slavery. Sethe demonstrated both sagacity and prescience as to the
assessment she and others were subjected to, recalling that
Schoolteacher was teaching us things we couldn’t learn. I didn’t care nothing
about the measuring string. We all laughed about that … Schoolteacher’d wrap
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that string all over my head, ’cross my nose, around my behind. Number my teeth.
I thought he was a fool. And the questions he asked was the biggest foolishness of
all.198
Speaking to her daughter about events from her childhood, Sethe’s mother recollects the
fear instilled in her by the prospect of what might be done based on the outcome of
Schoolteacher’s assessment, telling her, “The night after I heard why schoolteacher
measured me, I had trouble sleeping.”199
Although Morrison’s characters are fictitious, their fears and contempt for
approaches to the measurement of mental and moral faculties based on cranial size and
features are grounded in very dubious and pernicious scientific, cultural, and political
histories. But it is the prophetic ethos, grounded within taxis, that enables bad science to
garner trust, exert influence from an authoritative position, and guide social existence.200
With respect to polygenism and the approaches to it advanced by Gall, Spurzheim,
Morton and others, the impact was prevailing scientific norms, amalgamated with
societal norms as well as political and economic power, a great deal of empirical
certitude was ascribed to conclusions from body type, facial, and cranial features, and
even bodily adornment directly related to race, of the existence of race-specific
propensities toward criminal behavior, temperament, and intelligence.201 Indeed,
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“Because phrenology stressed precise quantitative measurements of facial features, it was
deemed an objective science— consequently, political decisions to oppress individuals,
groups, and cultures (such as slavery and the forcible relocation and genocide of Native
Americans) were implemented and justified based on its ostensible objectivity and datadriven information.”202
Although a variety of scientific approaches had been developed that ostensibly
proved the veracity of a racial taxonomy if not polygeny itself, currents remained from
the pre-Linnean and pre-Enlightenment era when Christian piety and one of its principle
tenets -- that all humankind share the same origin -- continued to hold sway as
justifications for slavery. To be sure, polygeny was an important component in the
arsenal of arguments for maintaining the institution, but it was by no means the preferred
rationale. Had defenders of slavery accepted the pseudo-scientific polygenist racial
taxonomy, they would have incurred the cost of limiting the sphere of influence religion
held.203 “After all, scriptural arguments for supporting slavery were not wanting.
Degeneration of blacks under the curse of Ham was an old and eminently functional
standby.”204 But slavery, whether justified on scientific or scriptural grounds, would soon
be abolished.
By 1860, the sectional strife between abolitionists and the so-called “slavocracy” had
intensified to a point at which noteworthy statespersons including Abraham Lincoln,
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Lincoln’s Illinois law partner William H. Herndon, William H. Seward, and James
Russell Lowell were speaking and writing articulately in favor of abolition, insisting that
the “peculiar institution” was the essence of the conflict and that the U.S. could not
continue as a nation divided between free and slave states.205 But perhaps the most
eloquent interpretation of the Civil War was delivered by the famous black abolitionist
and former slave, Frederick Douglass, who in a speech delivered on July 4, 1862, stated:
The pronounced and damning peculiarity of the present rebellion, is found in the
fact, that it was conceived, undertaken, planned, and persevered in, for the guilty
purpose of handing down to the latest generations the accursed system of human
bondage. Its leaders have plainly told us by words as well as by deeds, that they
are fighting for slavery. They have been stirred to this perfidious revolt, by a
certain deep and deadly hate, which they warmly cherish toward every possible
contradiction of slavery whether found in theory or in practice. For this cause they
hate free society, free schools, free states, free speech, the freedom asserted in the
Declaration of Independence, and guaranteed in the Constitution.206
The outcome of the Civil War ended chattel slavery in the U.S. At the same time, other
economic, political, and scientific shifts were occurring under the auspices of
“modernization.207 While the predominantly agricultural economy of the South remained
largely static, in the North technological innovations designed to increase productivity
while reducing labor costs were being adopted, traditional methods were being
abandoned and change replaced stability as the normal state of social life.208

205

Kenneth M. Stampp, ed., The Causes of the Civil Wa,r 3rd edition, (New York:
Touchstone, 1991), 136-43.
206

Frederick Douglass, “The Slaveholders’ Rebellion,” in The Causes of the Civil
War, 3 edition., ed. Kenneth M. Stampp (New York: Touchstone, 1991), 144-45-146.
rd

207

James M. McPherson, “Modernization and Sectionalism,” in The Causes of the
Civil War, 3rd edition., ed. Kenneth M. Stampp (New York: Touchstone, 1991), 104.
208

McPherson, “Modernization and Sectionalism,” 104.
81

Simultaneously, a major change occurred in the genealogy of eugenic ideology largely as
a result of Charles Darwin’s publication of On the Origin of Species in 1859.
The tumult of the 1860s was engendered largely by a rising tide of capitalism.
Industrialization exploded after the Civil War, and with the growth of industry and
business came urbanization, the cities being flooded with young farmers and European
immigrants. Such developments also led to a new American upper class, consisting of
entrepreneurs such as the Carnegies and the Rockefellers who built enormous fortunes by
exploiting natural resources and cheap labor. Here Charles Darwin's (or Herbert
Spencer's) survival of the fittest meant a ruthless selfishness and the striving for profit by
any means. A new generation of Americans had to deal with the problems born of
capitalism, industrialization, and social and economic change.209
Central to dealing with the myriad changes was (and remains) contending with
competition and its many trappings. The striving for profits, exploitation of natural and
human resources, and ruthless selfishness are all surely byproducts of capitalism. But
Karl Mannheim, one of the founders of the sociology of knowledge, argued that
competition is a cultural phenomenon that encompasses much more than economic
matters. Mannheim suggests that competition is in fact “a determinant in intellectual
life,” that “competition does not operate merely at the margin, as a stimulus, an
inducement, a sporadic cause of intellectual production … but that it enters as a
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constituent element into the form and content of every cultural product or movement.”210
Mannheim further explains that competition is neither an a priori interpretation of reality
nor is it an outgrowth of a systematic effort to acquire knowledge; rather, “Different
interpretations of the world for the most part correspond to the particular positions the
various groups occupy in their struggle for power.”211 In other words, the production of
knowledge and shifts in meaning are intertwined with the competition to acquire and
retain power. The previous chapter are replete with examples of this process.
At this juncture in a genealogical study of eugenics in general and in tracing the
evolution of the use of assessments over time to appraise the qualities individuals possess
or are purported to embody, a brief exploration as to how cultural competition might
function rhetorically is in order. Science is often considered to be a contest between
theories formulated based on a common set of observations. Observations are predicated
on what is seen and those theories regarded as having done the best job of explaining
what has been seen are accepted only to subsequently be challenged by better theories,
thus producing knowledge deemed to be closer to reality.212 Until scientific achievements
are challenged however by their nature as being sufficiently unprecedented to attract
adherents from competing modes of scientific work and being open-ended enough to
avail adherents ample opportunity to solve problems, they serve as the foundation among

210

Karl Mannheim, “Competition as a Cultural Phenomenon,” in From Karl
Mannheim, ed. Kurt H. Wolff (New York: Oxford University Press, 1971), 223.
211
212

Mannheim, “Competition as a Cultural Phenomenon,” 230.

David Sloan Wilson, This View of life: Completing the Darwinian Revolution
(New York: Pantheon Books, 2019), 3.
83

members of scientific communities for further scientific inquiry and practice.213
Significantly, though, theories, paradigms, and scientific achievements influence not only
what is attended to in scientific work but also what is ignored.214 The focus of the
remainder of this section will be on the ascendency of standardized tests as well as those
factors that have been routinely neglected concerning them, factors that are essential in
the ongoing argument concerning the ethical problems of the science of eugenics.
The use of standardized tests in the U.S. began in the middle of the nineteenth
century as a mechanism for maintaining social control and order.215 Horace Mann, one of
the most notable and influential early American education professionals, complying with
newly-passed laws mandating that youth get a minimum amount of education, and
simultaneously guided by Whig politics, pedagogical practices from Prussia, and
phrenology, replaced recitation-based examinations (administered by visiting
committees) with standardized tests.216 “Rather than have cherry-picked students reply to
individualized prompts, such tests required all pupils to answer identical series of
questions in the same subjects within a set timeframe at a specific point in the year:
standardization meant uniformity.”217
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The move from examination through recitation to assessment by way of uniform
standards exemplified a broader shift in the human condition from the vita contemplative
to vita active. Hannah Arendt explains that over time humans have evolved from beings
whose pursuit of truth was predicated on thought, philosophy, and contemplation to toolmaking beings (homo faber) who build technologies that enable the truth to be
apprehended.218 In educational settings, standardized tests were lauded as the instrument
with which student learning and performance would be accurately appraised.
Furthermore, assessment technologies would begin to be developed which were
purported to provide accurate insights into what were and often still are touted as being
proper or typical functions of the mind and body, functions that have been labelled since
the middle of the nineteenth century as “normal.”
Although the word “normal” can sound innocuous since it often serves as a
synonym for the ordinary or unremarkable, it has nevertheless played a key role in
shaping eugenic thinking since the middle of the nineteenth century. The concepts of the
normal, normality, and normalizing have experienced shifts in their meanings and in the
ways they have been deployed for nearly two centuries, but they have wielded
tremendous persuasive power vis-à-vis the development of assessment technologies and,
as will be described in the following chapter, the human genome, powers that warrant
classifying these terms ideographs. Michael Calvin McGee explains,
An ideograph is an ordinary-language term found in political discourse. It is a
high-order abstraction representing collective commitment to a particular but
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equivocal and ill-defined normative goal. It warrants the use of power, excuses
behavior and belief which might otherwise be perceived as eccentric or antisocial,
and guides behavior and belief into channels easily recognized by a community as
acceptable and laudable.219
To appreciate the concept of the ideograph – the extraordinary power of influence words
and sometimes phrases imbued with tremendous ideological and affective persuasive
force – one can simply consider the words “equality” and “justice” and the ways in which
they have been deployed in divisive cultural and political debates concerning such
important issues like affirmative action. To be sure, those who favor and oppose
affirmative action instantiate conceptions of equality (e.g. equality of opportunity) and
justice into their positions. The initial laudable and accepted aims affiliated with “the
normal were two-fold: First, the phrase “normal school” which, during the first part of
the nineteenth century, came to connote teacher training facilities whose aim was to
standardize educational practices; Second, in the early decades of the 1800s, conceptions
of the “normal state” or “normal condition” emerged within medical discourse.220 Since
the myriad cultural shifts that were beginning to emerge mid-way through the Nineteenth
Century - emancipation, increased compulsory education, the Industrial Revolution, and
many more - the political power exerted by “the normal” has been and continues to be
significant. Its significance, however, is underpinned by some of the very problems that
have been addressed thus far -- the sometimes explicit and often innocuous adherence to
racial hierarchies, the deep-seated place competition has within culture, the exclusionary
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function the body politic metaphor performs, and the scientific positivism including the
drive to establish taxonomies and to classify people and their characteristics.
The beginning of the exaltation of the normal, according to Michel Foucault,
started in the seventeenth century as part of a shift in the purpose of governance that
incorporated the administration of life as a chief concern. Explaining the transition to
power over life, Foucault identifies two forms of political power over life. He named the
first of these “anatomo-political” and argues that the human body began to be regarded as
something of a machine: “its disciplining, the optimization of its capabilities, the
extortion of its forces, the parallel increase of its usefulness and its docility, its
integration into systems of efficient and economic control …”221 The second form, called
“bio-politics,” “focused on the species body, the body imbued with the mechanics of life
and serving as the basis of the biological processes: propagation, births and mortality, the
evel of health, life expectancy and longevity, with all the conditions that can cause these t
vary.”222 While bio-politics will prove instrumental in understanding the focus of the next
chapter, Foucault’s conception of anatomo-politics will help in the remaining attention
given in this section to standardized assessments.
As mentioned above, anatomo-politics involves optimizing the capabilities of the
individual body, increasing its usefulness, and integrating it into systems of efficiency
and economic life. To achieve these aims, institutions such as secondary schools,
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barracks, universities and workshops were developed.223 Moreover, in order to calculate
efficiencies, capabilities, usefulness of individual bodies, examinations were developed
and deployed by regimes of discipline (such as schools). This was, as Foucault argues, a
time of transformation when the visibility of the individual became essential to
governance: This was the beginning of an age of “infinite examinations” and of
”compulsory objectification,” a time when schools initiated assessments designed “to
define the aptitude of each individual, situate his level and his abilities, indicate the
possible use that might be made of them,” while simultaneously creating a system of
comparison that could be used to measure aggregate phenomena, describe groups,
characterize collective facts, and calculate gaps between individuals.224 The purpose and
function of these activities are not only to move individuals toward what passes for “the
norm,” but also to measure gaps and differences thus determining to what extent they
deviate from the conventional.225 Therefore, “Measuring the distance between an
individual and the norm becomes a key figure of knowledge.”226 In other words, the onset
of systems of discipline ensued in many respects in the wake of the rhetoric of taxis. Or,
to state differently, the taxonomies that had taken hold were paramount discourses
marshalled to engender modes of legitimating the use of assessment technologies.
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Horace Mann, along with other early proponents of standardized tests, marshalled
some of the foundational tenets of nineteenth century social sciences to advance their
cause, specifically enlisting the notion that humankind could be quantified and discussed
more generally.227 It is at this juncture where once again the notion and exaltation of the
normal comes into play with respect to standardized assessment. Adolphe Quetelet's was
a Belgian scientist whose career, like many of his era, included work in a variety of
disciplines. However, is most noteworthy contribution to the sciences was predicated on
his observations that humans’ characteristics and physical dimensions fell on a “normal
curve,” noting that most of them were clustered around an average with far fewer near
the extremes. From these observations, he “naturalized” abstract ideas about the body, he
devised an ideal average person and theorized that any individual’s deviation from that
could be represented as a probability, thus supplying the state with quantifiable
information about individual capacity that could in turn serve the political, moral and
economic needs of the state, fueling the state’s disciplinary regimes of knowledge
production.228 It is at this juncture in the thoroughgoing analysis that a brief revisitation
of the work of Foucault and Mannheim can prove useful.
As mentioned above, Foucault traces the emergence of anatomo-politics and biopolitics to a shift from governance whose power rested on the ability to take life to the
authority to administer it. In other words, whereas a sovereign once exercised authority
by determining which subjects’ lives were expendable and thus wielding the power to
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kill, around the time of the Enlightenment the principle purpose of governance was
primarily to administer the biological processes of life such as propagation, health,
mortality and longevity.229 Simultaneously, a shift occurred in the manner in which
competition operated culturally. Mannheim identifies four processes that generate a
public interpretation of reality within the context of the struggle of different social groups
to secure power. Manheim suggests that the public interpretation of reality can stem from
a consensus of opinion and the spontaneous cooperation among individuals and groups,
on the basis of a monopoly position of one group, “atomistic competition” which entails
“competition between many groups, each determined to impose on others their particular
interpretation of the world,” and finally, predicated on a concentration around a single
point of view emanating from a group of formerly atomistically competing groups
resulting in the emergence of just a few dominant views of reality that grow increasingly
influential.230 The first mode of thought Mannheim identifies prevailed in primitive and
archaic societies in which experiences were by and large uniform and where myths,
proverbs and other traditions impel thinking and adaptation to environmental changes.
The monopoly modality for interpreting reality prevailed during the Middle Ages when
clergy secured power via literacy and proficiency in Latin and thus had access to the only
source of truth – the Bible.231 Mannheim proffers a critical caveat concerning the
presence of competition despite arguing that uniformity of experience and though are
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hallmarks of the first two modes of competition. He cautions:
Uniformity of the basis of thought and experience does not imply the absence of
strife and controversy. On the contrary, in the Middle Ages people were always
engaged in the most violent controversies—only with the qualification that
controversy had to be kept within certain previously established limits. Certain
religious claims are left unchallenged, and a certain method of formulation and
statement is to a large extent codified. It must always be remembered how much,
in spite of all conflict, is silently taken for granted. 232
It is thus reasonable to conclude that during the two eras concerning race relations as well
as eugenic thinking described as preceding the Linnean revolution and the exaltation of
taxonomies and the drive toward classification, competition played a central role in both
the “naïve ethnocentrism” and later the proclivity to disguise adherence to racial
hierarchical worldviews in the context of heresy and impiety, eras that in many ways
described above established the foundation for the rise of Mannheim’s third modality of
competition that coincided with the Enlightenment as well as the changes in governance
Foucault documented.
With the Enlightenment came an erosion of Eccliastical monopoly and the
concomitant rise of secularism and the privileging of scientific knowledge. Moreover,
this was an era in which many concrete social groups sought to establish their authority
to advance their official interpretation of the world.233 The shift to the anatomistic mode
of competition engendered an elimination or at least a diminution from the public
consciousness universally-accepted truths, hierarchies and ways of knowing and
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learning.234 Although Mannheim’s fourth modality will prove beneficial later in this
genealogy, it is the anatomistic form of cultural competition that has utility for evaluating
the ascendency of testing following the middle of the nineteenth century.
It was during the middle of the 1800s when the intersection between competition
and normality became a hallmark of Western culture. Statutes mandating increases in the
amount of education required were part of the establishment of schools as one of the key
disciplinary institutions’ governments used to ensure that the capacities of the polity
would be maximized and harnessed for the wellbeing of the state. Furthermore, within
schools’ technologies of assessment were employed in efforts to more accurately appraise
the capacities of the individual and to determine where and how the individual might be
best suited to contribute to the machinations of the state. The proliferation of standardized
testing technologies however highlighted the contradictions between fundamental human
rights such as equality of opportunity, a value central to the revolutions in both France
and the United States, and the ideology affirming the rights of individual to secure
positions of power by demonstrating ability through competition between the prospect
that access to education (and land) would yield rough equality and widely-held
assumption that social hierarchies were inevitable. And between complete equality and
natural differences between individuals, differences in talents, virtues, and abilities either
entitled them or helped them attain greater power.235 To come to terms with these
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contradictions between equality and hierarchy, a language of merit emerged in the mideighteenth century, a language inspired by myriad Enlightenment thinkers, especially the
scientists of the mind, along with the proponents of republican forms of government
articulated most notably in the Declaration of Independence (1776) and the Declaration
on the Rights of Man and Citizen (1789).236 The term “talents” was central to the
language of merit. The word, nearly always used in its plural form, connoted abilities,
capacities, faculties, and other attributes that different individuals possessed and in
varying degrees.237 Then, as now, debates as to the extent to which “talents” were natural
or developed, and if natural whether they were the result of heredity or chance.238
Ultimately,
The widespread preoccupation with nature and reason, along with the
development of a class of people defined by their cultural, scientific, and
economic accomplishments, rather than birth, rendered speculations about human
nature central to the republican project, and oriented the emerging human sciences
toward social formations consonant with the developing notions of the republican
citizen, the enlightened society, and the self-interested economic actor.239
A chief feature of the speculations concerning human nature during this era was that
Mannheim’s third mode of competition, the anatomist modality, supplanted monopoly as
the manner in which competition functioned rhetorically. Specifically, a variety of
cultural influences had emerged following the Enlightenment and the shift from ancient
to republican forms of governance vied to wrest authority and power to determine how
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equality and hierarchy might be reconciled, influences including Christian notions of
morality and character, political aims at organizing and growing a diversified, expansive
economy in which each individual’s talents would be maximized, opposition to
aristocracy, fears of civil unrest and rebellion, and a widely-held concern that common
education was essential to the development of the talents of the citizenry and the
eradication of artificial distinctions between people.240 Education became the mechanism
through which the tension between the individual and the collective, between the
republican emphasis on equality and the harnessing of talents possessed by the individual
and the concomitant privileges they warranted would be negotiated:
…talents helped to define what a republican culture should strive to develop in its
citizenry and to explain why different individuals must play different roles in a
diversified economy and polity. They were also used, albeit in more limited ways,
to explain differences between whole groups of people, such as men and women,
while still sustaining a commitment to equality, by suggesting that what
differentiated one kind of person from another was their specific complement of
abilities.241
The expansion of common schools, the establishment of so-called “normal schools”
coupled with legal mandates that students receive an increased amount of education
functioned to foster equal opportunity while simultaneously directing the talents of each
individual toward the areas within the body politic -- the machinery of capitalist
republican states, where they were deemed to have the greatest potential and would prove
most useful. Despite the seeming contradiction between the values of equality and merit,
this time marked the beginning of the ideographic reign of the normal. During the second
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half of the 1800s, as a result of the Darwinian revolution along with the other major
cultural shifts mentioned above (emancipation, urbanization, etc.), the ideological
strength of the normal increased dramatically.
Central to the ascendency of the normal as a characteristic that became laudable
was the growing interest of science in intelligence. By the 1860s, phrenology had been all
but discredited as a legitimate science of the brain. This was an era however when
renewed speculation and research into cortical localization, a chief hypothesis that
underpinned the work Swedenborg, Gall, Spurzheim, and others undertook, returned to
preeminence within scientific circles. Leading the charge was the renowned French
scientist, Paul Broca.
Broca was a physician, anatomist, anthropologist known for his meticulous
analysis of every conceivable perspective on an issue, one whose approach to scientific
discovery remained cautious until he had accumulated evidence enabling him to argue in
favor of the conclusions he believed were warranted.242 And the two specific scientific
conclusions he advanced were that the cerebral cortex is comprised of localized areas
related to specific functions and that each hemisphere of the cerebral cortex is dominant
over the other with respect to particular aspects of executive functioning such as
reflection, judgment, abstraction, and speech.243 Of the so-called higher functions of
mind, spoken language was of especial interest to scientists for much of the nineteenth
century, and Broca’s work with patients with epilepsy, who had survived strokes, and his
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postmortem examinations of deceased patients who had presented with impaired abilities
to speak revealed that their left hemispheres were compromised with lesions and other
physical anomalies.244 He was therefore able to demonstrate cortical localization and
hemispheric dominance, a scientific achievement that resulted in the locale within the left
hemisphere that governs spoken language to be thereafter named the “Broca’s Area.” In
addition, Broca’s work inspired a pair of important reforms, one in education and one in
scientific inquiry. Specifically, a movement toward early “bilateral training” could
educate the right hemisphere to a point at which it would become as “intelligent” as the
left one thus producing better and more civilized people with superior intellects.245
Secondly, by parlaying his exemplary acumen in conducting careful and accurate
measurements resulting in the acceptance of cortical localization and cerebral dominance,
Broca became a leading figure among scientists who instantiated into the prophetic ethos
of science “the faith that rigorous measurement could guarantee irrefutable precision, and
might mark the transition between subjective speculation and a true science as worthy as
Newtonian physics.”246
That a shift should have occurred between two approaches to scientific inquiry
and its applications from a method described unflatteringly as “subjective speculation” to
one lauded as being grounded on “rigorous measurement” and that would yield results
with “irrefutable precision” is significant. This shift occurred concurrently with the

244

Finger, Minds Behind the Brain, 137-45.

245

Finger, Minds Behind the Brain, 52-53.

246

Gould, The Mismeasure of Man, 106.
96

myriad other major cultural shifts mentioned above and marked the beginning of the most
recent epoch in eugenic thinking and practice. By stressing the heritability of genetic
traits and describing the processes of natural selection, Darwin’s 1859 publication of On
the Origin of Species, was quite clearly the principle catalyst for the modern epoch in
eugenics. But Darwin was no eugenicist. His contributions to the sciences were
explanatory and expository in nature; his work elevated evolution to the prominence it
continues to hold to the present.
Evolutionary processes such as natural selection, the inheritance of traits and
characteristics, and the like are central aspects of eugenics and, in the wake of Darwin’s
landmark entry into the pantheon of scientific treatises, initiated the current era of
eugenic thought and practice. The figure who, more than anybody else, ushered in the
modern epoch in eugenics, and indeed the person who neologized the word “eugenics” in
1883, was Darwin’s half-cousin, Francis Galton. An independently wealthy polymath,
Galton established himself as one of the pioneers of modern statistical methods, believing
that measurement should be the principle criterion of science and that with sufficient
ingenuity and effort anything could be measured.247 But despite the acclaim each won
and the influence each had on scientific inquiry, the two scientists’ work was hindered by
flaws that had eroded the credibility of so many of their predecessors. Each relied heavily
on the measurement of skulls and, despite having established himself as dedicated to the
careful collection of data and precise measurement, each succumbed to arriving at
conclusions predicated on the assumptions by most white males of the day -- specifically
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that they were naturally superior while women, black people, and others were lesser.248
Methodologically, the flaw in their work was that they failed to question generallyaccepted taxonomies and hierarchies and thus allowed their prejudices to let advocacy of
generally-held views to masquerade as objective science: Facts assembled “were gathered
selectively and then manipulated unconsciously in the service of prior conclusions. By
this route, the conclusions achieved not only the blessing of science, but the prestige of
numbers. … They began with conclusions, peered through their facts, and came back in a
circle to the same conclusions.”249 Like so many of their forebears, Broca and Galton
helped to raise the specter of accurately assessing myriad characteristics of human beings
to the apex of scientific inquiry. And, as the nineteenth century came to an end,
ascendancy of the standardized test became further entrenched into the social, scientific
and political imaginary.
The thrust of eugenic ideology has always been that scientific propagation will yield
better human beings and either alleviate or eradicate myriad social problems.
During the second half of the nineteenth century, many social scientists became
enchanted by developments in biological sciences and shifted their focus from
measuring social bodies to improving them. What emerged from this shift was
eugenics, a scientific ideology premised on the belief that humanity could be
qualitatively improved by encouraging certain groups to reproduce more and
preventing other groups from reproducing at all.250
Francis Galton, to be sure, was one of the most vehement proponents of selective human
breeding among those with qualities deemed to be of higher quality as well as of

248

Gould, The Mismeasure of Man, 108-17.

249

Gould, The Mismeasure of Man, 117.

250

Shepherd, “Measuring Up,” 18.
98

imposing limitations on the procreative liberty of people regarded as being of poorer
stock. A genealogical interrogation of the rhetoric pertaining to scientific propagation
will be the focus of the next chapter. And although Galton’s work on eugenics will be
shown to be central to such discourse, his endeavors are also essential to the development
of statistical methodologies, standardized testing and the assessment of intelligence as
well as other traits.
Two of Galton’s chief inspirations were his cousin, Charles Darwin, as well as
Quetelet; and Galton strived to build on the latter’s work with normal curves to devise
tests that would measure mental faculties relative to an imagined intellectual norm.251 But
his prowess in the sciences and mathematics does not in and of itself explain his having
inaugurated the wide-scale adoption of statistical measures and standardized assessment
technologies or the advent of academic disciplines such as psychology that would rely on
these methodologies for decades to come. Galton’s influence was also stoked by his
having won acclaim as something of an oracle following the publication of a pair of
books - Narrative of an Explorer in Tropical South Africa through which he established
himself as a gifted cartographer, and then his 1869 volume entitled Hereditary Genius in
which he elevated into the cultural, political, and scientific imaginaries a firm belief in
the inheritance of abilities. From the time he published the latter of these two books until
the mid-1880s, Galton continued studying the inheritance of traits and characteristics and
in so doing attracted recognition for development of statistical methods such as
regression toward the mean and standard deviation. More than that, though, he bolstered
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his prophetic ethos by utilizing media to his disposal to embed into the social imaginary
exigencies for which eugenics was touted as a remedy and which advances in
measurement technologies surrounding human faculties would accurately illuminate.
During the latter decades of the twenty-first century, famous scientists such as Stephen
Gould, Carl Sagan, and Stephen Hawking reached similar heights by framing scientific
inquiry as controversy and thus turning the presentation of their work into media events –
events that positioned them as being individuals with access to privileged knowledge
(e.g. origins of the university and humankind, etc.) and who would then share it with the
masses thus ascending to a higher, even oracular status.252 Although media such as
television, radio, the internet, etc. were not available to Galton, his books and lectures as
well as being a half-cousin to Darwin enabled him to wield similar prophetic ethos.
Galton’s particular aim was to demonstrate that anything could be measured and that by
carefully keeping recorded data accurate predictions could be made thus bolstering the
ability to control the world.253 One of his first attempts at evaluation and classification
took place on park benches as he rated the beauty of women who passed by, recording
his ratings on punch cards, thus asserting that he was undertaking an objective tally of a
phenomenon rather than making subjective judgments.254
From these humble beginnings Galton launched the mental measurement
movement and the field of social statistics. The core idea is that complex human
characteristics, abilities, values, attitudes, capacities, inclinations, opinions,
attitudes and a host of other non-standard perceptions and human states that we
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had previously imagined to be unmeasurable came to be laid on a grid for
quantification, inference, and comparison. And one of the first questions the
quantifiers of qualities asked themselves was: how can we measure learning and
intellectual capacity?255
Thus, Galton’s work evolved from judging women and girls as attractive, indifferent, or
repellent to incorporating anthropometry (the measurement of skulls and other physical
features), to the establishment in 1884 of a laboratory at the International Exposition
where visitors could, for threepence, move through his assembly line of tests and
measures and then receive an assessment.256 But, as mentioned above, Galton
spearheaded the development of statistical measures and his work was quickly
marshalled into the establishment of psychometrics and toward legitimizing psychology.
At the time, burgeoning academic disciplines, especially psychology, sought to develop
means by which to ascertain more accurate data concerning the capacities and faculties
individuals possessed than could be gleaned through erstwhile approaches such as
phrenology and anthropometry. Specifically, equipped with the recognition that
localization of the cerebral cortex (and other parts of the brain), practitioners of many of
these new disciplines devised instruments that promised to evaluate the functioning of the
brain. The assessments Galton had devised and begun using at his laboratory were the
foundations for this new approach to experimental psychology. Thus, the clarion call was
sounded to embark on further research, and to develop testing and assessment
technologies to appraise a wide variety of mental capacities ranging from sensory acuity
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to memory to academic skills, and importantly, to have schools as common sites where
these technologies would be deployed.257
The development of testing and assessment technologies was critical to the
aforementioned newly established academic disciplines as they were competing with
more well-entrenched scientific and academic foci. With this in mind, Joseph Jastrow,
then head of the American Psychological Association, delivered a presidential address in
1900 that was, in many respects, an exhortation to his constituents to continue with the
development of tests to evaluate mental processes and functioning empirically, arguing
that such work would augment the credibility of the field.258 He asserted:
Psychology assumes its proper share in the formation of those interests and
attitudes which in part are the outcome of and in part pave the way for the newer
discoveries and the more illuminating theories that mark the progressive stages of
civilization. The emphasis placed upon this function of psychology and the
increased recognition of the practical significance of our science I recognize as a
prominent and fortunate characteristic of the intellectual currents in which we
move and live.259
By the beginning of the twenty-first century, an intellectual climate was rife with
ardor for scientific positivism and ardor for empiricism. One of the first major
contribution to the belief that mental processes and functions could be accurately
measured emanated from Paris in 1905. In that year, the Paris school system
commissioned two psychologists, Alfred Binet, Director of the Psychology Laboratory at
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the Sorbonne, and Theodore Simon, to develop a set of measures that could be used to
identify students who might have intellectual disabilities and therefore benefit from
additional help in the classroom.260 Binet and Simon devised a set of questions and tasks
such as comparing objects, repeating numbers from memory, etc., and developed a scale
that would rank children’s performance on these questions and tasks, yielding a “mental
age” that could differ significantly from a child’s chronological age.261 More specifically,
believing that there existed a quantifiable “norm” of children’s “good sense, practical
sense, initiative, the faculty of adapting one's self to circumstances,” they developed
… an abstract test that could be done at some level by virtually all children. The
test consisted of thirty tasks of increasing difficulty and by testing a large number
of children Binet and Simon developed norms of performance for each age of
child. They called these norms the “mental age” because they represent the level
of ability of a statistically normal child falling in the middle of the range at a
particular age-stage.262
Binet was troubled by the conviction that there were students deemed inherently
unintelligent with no potential for learning and hoped that the tool he and Simon
developed would be used to identify those students who needed additional assistance to
achieve their full potentials; he explicitly rejected its use as an accurate measure of
intelligence nor that it should be used to identify students who were allegedly inherently
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unintelligent.263 But when the Binet-Simon instrument was adopted abroad, the scope and
utility Binet specified were disregarded.
For a variety of reasons, the development and widespread adoption of Binet’s and
Simon’s instrument was a landmark event in the genealogy of standardized tests. The
century preceding the advent of the Binet Siomon scale was a time replete with myriad
scientists (from Gall to Quetelet to Brocca and then Galton) competing to create and
introduce the best tool for ascertaining intelligence and other mental processes. The
credibility ascribed to and adoption of their scale entailed a victory of sorts for Binet and
Simon in this scientific competition and with that came a measure of power within
scientific and academic circles. Unfortunately, however, the power that accompanied
their contribution to psychology, education, and many of the other social sciences was
hindered by competition among different groups who sought to acquire or retain cultural
power by way of privileging their interpretations of the world, interpretations that were so
often undergirded by the compulsion to devise taxonomies and systems of classifying and
differentiating people within them that Linnaeus brought to bear as well as consciouslyheld (or, as was the case with Blumenbach, unconsciously-held) racial hierarchies.
Galton’s contributions to the science of eugenics and statistics serve as an
exemplar. Much of his most lasting and influential contributions to the development of
statistics and the prospects of manipulating heredity emerged toward the end of the
nineteenth century, an era of great significance for the hard sciences and the burgeoning
social sciences:
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The latter decades of the nineteenth century were marked by the rise of positivist
science and the application of experimental methods and the idea of objective
observation from the natural world to the social world. Just as natural science was
providing a non-magical systematic way of understanding natural processes (such
as the chemical composition of matter, the principles that governed motion,
natural history and geology, biology, etc.), nascent social sciences were in the
process of attempting to develop similarly structured ways of understanding social
“nature.” Social sciences such as sociology, psychology, political science,
developed through this period and grew out of established forms of inquiry such
as philosophy, philology, economics, political economy, and theology.264
But as was the case with his predecessors, Galton’s science (as well as the work of so
many of his contemporaries and proteges) was undercut by the long-standing,
unquestioned faith in the existence of a racial hierarchy and the concomitant drive to
parlay what passed for positivist science, objective observation, and experimental
methods into “proving” intellectual differences between peoples. As a direct result, a
fundamental feature of quantitative research methods became and remains the
identification of statistically significant differences rather than developing a means for
uncovering similarities between groups.
There is no particular reason for having tests of statistically significant differences
rather than tests of statistically significant similarities. Both are based on the
normal curve and the mathematics are not more complex in one or the other. One
of the primary reasons that we test for statistical differences today is because the
originators of the statistical procedures were racists, and for racists, differences
are more important than similarities.265
Thus, the 1880s and decades immediately after was an era when many measures of
intelligence and other supposed mental processes were developed and deployed, but their
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utility and the information they generated were plagued by the aforementioned flaws,
erroneous presumptions addressed in detail throughout the previous two chapters. Such
was the case when the Binet Simon Scale was imported to the U.S.
The figure most responsible for bringing the scale to the U.S. was the noteworthy
Psychologist henry Herbert Goddard. A pioneer in his field, Goddard profoundly altered
the landscape of American social science: In 1908, he became the first to recognize the
potential of the “intelligence tests” Binet and Simon had created and in the subsequent
decade garnered widespread fame as the leading spokesperson for implementing
measuring instruments into basic institutions of society including medical settings,
schools, the military and Ellis Island as well as succeeding in legitimizing the validity of
these instruments.266 But revisions to and applications of the scale imported from Paris
were antithetical to the purposes for which Binet and Simon had specified. Indeed, Binet
would have found the uses of his scale abhorrent.
When the Binet-Simon test arrived in the United States, it was transformed. The
psychologists, academics, and institutional administrators who embraced it were
not looking, as Binet and Simon had been, for ways to identify children who
needed extra educational help. They wanted a method of sorting people into
inflexible categories that could be presented with the trappings of science.267
Nevertheless, the prophetic ethos associated with the new technologies that could
measure intelligence prevailed and proliferated Binet’s admonitions notwithstanding; and
they did so in a socio-political climate rife with resurgent nationalism and anti-immigrant
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sentiment, as well as a relatively new cultural paranoia within the body politic metaphor
concerning the so-called “feebleminded.”
Antecedent to the advent of “feeblemindedness” as an additional malady within
the body politic however was the similar depiction of immigrants as posing threats to the
health of the U.S. This intensification occurred in the 1840s with the influx of Chinese
immigrants who worked in the newly-discovered gold deposits in California as well as on
the expansion of the railroads.268 The political action aimed at protecting the nation from
newly arriving peoples from abroad intensified at the same time as did immigration from
rural to urban areas and the development of many of the developments in measurement
technologies described in the previous several paragraphs. In the early 1880s, for
example, much vitriolic public discourse circulated depicting Chinese immigrants as
being injurious to the body politic. The men were described as criminals whose coldhearted viciousness and moral degeneracy manifested in propensities toward preying on
women and children, opium addiction, assault, while Chinese women were accused of
prostitution and sexual immorality. Both were suspected of remaining loyal to their
former homeland, undermining domestic economic prosperity by working harder for less
remuneration and channeling more of their income to relatives still living in China rather
than circulating it within the U.S. economy.269 Rhetorically, depicting Chinese
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immigrants as posing threats to established social systems with the power to destroy them
fostered development and inculcation of a dichotomy whereby the other (Chinese
immigrants) symbolized a dangerous pollutant that jeopardized the purity of a system
while whiteness represents purity of humankind or that white people represent a distinct,
pure race, superior to all others.270 Ultimately, the culmination of roughly forty years of
anti-Chinese sentiment from the time they began arriving during the Gold Rush and to
work on the expansion of the railroads was the passage of the Chinese Exclusion Act of
1882, President Arthur’s signing it into law marked the beginning of government-enacted
laws predicated on nativist sentiments and exclusionary policies.271
Although trappings of the body politic metaphor were instrumental to passage of
the Chinese Exclusion Act, subsequent attempts to restrict immigration blended these
trappings with much of the same positivist science and empiricism that was gaining much
traction during the same decade. Moreover, the cultural context for blending science with
ethnic distinctions accelerated during the Darwinian era when anthropology in particular
was vitally and essentially concerned with the specter of human extinction, a fear
predicated on an assumption that degeneration of society was due to the presence of
ethnic peoples, necessitated the passage of race-based immigration restrictions.272
Immigration from China however was certainly not the only contributing factor to the
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torrent of group and race hatred prevalent in the U.S. toward the end of the nineteenth
century. Rhetoric about purity and even race suicide emerged in the wake of the forced
relocation of Native Americans not killed during the genocide that accompanied Manifest
Destiny onto reservations, freed African Americans were legally segregated via the
passage of Jim Crow laws, and clashes with Latinos in territories annexed by the U.S.
following the Mexican American war were all prominent within the social, political, and
scientific imaginary brought forth by the Darwinian and later the Galtonian revolution.273
But in the 1880s, limiting immigration had become a primary platform among the new
eugenicists. In 1894, reacting to census statistics released in 1885 revealing that 63% of
Bostonians were either foreign or of foreign parentage, “three young Harvard graduates
— geographer and climatologist Robert DeCourcy Ward, and lawyers Charles Warren
and Prescott Hall — founded the Immigration Restriction League of Boston (IRL).”274
Concerned that inner cities were becoming incubators of disease and violence as well as
fearing that the influx of “unassimilable aliens” posed threats to nativist racial purity, the
IRL urged politician Henry Cabot Lodge to introduce
Congressional legislation requiring a literacy test to determine the suitability of
incoming immigrants, legislation which was eventually signed into law in 1917.275 Their
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restrictionist ideologies however were predicated not on direct contact with immigrants;
rather, they were outgrowths of presumptions common among Harvard elites. 276 One can
reasonably surmise that the drive to categorize and classify, adherence to racial and other
hierarchies, the burgeoning sentiment that peoples lower on widely-held hierarchies
posed threats to the health of the body politic were (and remain) central elements to the
negative presumptions members of the IRL and other groups and individuals wielding
power held.
Between 1890 and 1920, approximately eighteen million immigrants and refugees
arrived in the U.S.277 During that period, nativist and anti-immigrant sentiment festered.
And the importation of the Binet Simon scale into the U.S. marked an important shift in
the evolution of eugenic thought and practice as it marked a time when nativist prejudice
intersected with nascent fears of the deleterious impact that the feeble-minded or people
deemed intellectually and morally subnormal wrought on the body politic and
refinements in assessment technologies that promised to accurately detect such people,
thus availing those in power access to the prophetic ethos of empirical science when
enacting eugenic policies and practices purported to protect that body politic. Henry
Herbert Goddard was the central figure in this nexus.
The thrust of much of Goddard’s career as a psychologist involved working with
people with intellectual disabilities. During the era when psychology was competing
along with other newly-established fields for credibility and legitimacy vis-à-vis the more
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entrenched scientific disciplines, Goddard came to believe that one could learn to
diagnose “mental deficiency” intuitively.278 He also recognized that subjective
understanding, intuition, and guess work would need to give way to more objective
measures and a common classification system in order to the problems being analyzed
and solutions proffered to be ascribed with the credibility many of the new sciences and
social sciences sought.279 In 1908, in search of new directions for his research, Goddard
travelled to Europe where he encountered the Binet Simon scale. After familiarizing
himself with the instrument, he brought it back to the U.S., used it in his work with
children with intellectual disabilities, and, based on the results generated from his use of
the measure, championed it as the tool that would serve medical and education
professionals in the important work of identifying intellectual differences and creating a
new and more empirically-sound classification system.280
Alfred Binet insisted on three cardinal principles governing the use of his tests:
1. The scores are a practical device; they do not buttress any theory of intellect.
They do not define anything innate or permanent. We may not designate what
they measure as “intelligence” or any other reified entity.
2. The scale is a rough, empirical guide for identifying mildly retarded and
learning-disabled children who need special help. It is not a device for ranking
normal children.
3. Whatever the cause of difficulty in children identified for help, emphasis shall
be placed upon improvement through special training. Low scores shall not be
used to mark children as innately incapable.281
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But Binet’s caveats were eschewed in favor of two fallacies that propelled his scale into
the realm of scientific misuse -- reification and hereditarianism, or, respectively, the
notion that there exists such a thing as a single, measurable thing called “general
intelligence,” and that intelligence was the result of genetic predisposition -- dual
fallacies embraced by those who were dedicated to the maintenance of social hierarchy
and distinctions between people.282 Furthermore, the application of revised versions of
Binet’s scale to measure distinctions between individuals and, especially between groups,
within the context of social stratification was compromised by an additional pair of
logical flaws; specifically, the mistaken notion that heredity and inevitability are one in
the same (that environmental factors have little or no role in educational attainment and
myriad additional facets of social life) and, secondly, the propensity to arrive at logically
invalid extensions of test results to large groups of people.283
During the first three decades of the twentieth century, however, failure to heed
Binet’s admonitions meant that prophetic ethos wielded by devotees of the new
measurement technologies within a social context marked by an upsurge in nativism
equipped those in possession of power to foment fears about immigration and immigrants
with what was touted as empirical certitude. Following his European trip and having won
much acclaim for inculcating the promise to the general wellbeing of the nation and to
disciplines such as medicine, education and others that implementation of Binet’s
instrument and similar measurement technologies, Goddard became ensnared in the
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nativist hysteria prompting him to apply the scale at Ellis Island to demonstrate that most
of the people entering the U.S. represented and embodied the social ills that had inspired
so much fear and loathing during previous decades. The results of his work were striking.
Goddard administered the Binet-Simon to newly arriving immigrants at Ellis
Island in 1913 and got startling results. When he graded the tests, he found that 79
percent of Italians, 80 percent of Hungarians, 83 percent of Jews, and 87 percent of
Russians were feebleminded. After reworking the results, he came up with figures that
still defied belief: he reported that between 40 and 50 percent of these groups were
feebleminded with a mental age of less than twelve.
At this point Goddard might have concluded that there were problems with the
Binet-Simon test or with how it was administered. He could have considered the effect of
weeks of travel across the ocean in steerage, or the disorientation of arriving in the chaos
of Ellis Island, or the bewilderment many would have felt on being given a multiplechoice test by a stranger after, perhaps, never having taken a test before. He might have
questioned the quality of the translations, or even how committed these preoccupied new
immigrants were to correctly answering his questions. Instead, Goddard made a definitive
pronouncement. "We cannot escape the general conclusion," he declared, "that these
immigrants were of surprisingly low intelligence.”284
Meanwhile, in England Francis Galton’s chief protégé, Karl Pearson, was
conducting similar investigations. For many years, Pearson worked closely with Galton at
the laboratory the latter had established at University College in 1906 to advance the
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study of human genetics and eugenics and, in 1910, Pearson undertook a study of the
intelligence of mostly Russian and Polish Jewish school children in East London. The
aim of the study Pearson and a colleague set forth for their study was to determine
whether statistical differences could be shown in levels of intelligence, health and
cleanliness of the children along with literacy of their parents, and whether the
conclusions that affirmed the hypotheses of their study warranted the passage of
immigration restrictions predicated on race. During the 1920s, when results of much of
this research were published in The Annals of Eugenics, the statistical analyses and
conclusions suggested that the Jewish people who had come to London having fled
persecution was on average somewhat mentally and physically inferior to native Brits
thus justifying race as a suitable criterion for entry into the nation.285
Pearson and Goddard were among the luminaries who succeeded in legitimizing
psychology, developing statistical methodologies and in promulgating their essential
utility to preservation of the health of the body politic. But whereas Galton primarily
favored a “positive eugenics” whereby race improvement would be accomplished by neoDarwinian, prudent matrimonial choices among people deemed to be more “fit”
generating “better” offspring,
Obsession with breeding among the allegedly unfit as well as fears about the
deleterious effects’ immigrants were having on the body politic inspired American
eugenicists in particular to turn to “negative eugenics.” As a result, eugenicists undertook
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rhetorical campaigns replete with the backing of science to promote restrictions on
breeding by the so-called “unfit” --hereditarian rhetoric that will be the thrust of the next
chapter -- as well as some of the most sweeping anti-immigration legislation in U.S.
history. Leading the charge on both fronts was one Harry Laughlin.
Laughlin was a firm believer that one’s ancestry was the chief if not the exclusive
factor predicting the quality of physical, mental, moral, and other qualities of individuals
and that scientific advancement bore the potential to create a better world for the
superior white race while inferior races would recede.286 And while serving for many
years as the manager of the Eugenics Record Office at Cold Spring Harbor, N.Y., an
office that served as a gathering place for eugenics scientists, trained eugenics field
workers, a repository of eugenics records, and a clearinghouse of public educational
materials, Laughlin’s ardor for national improvement via eugenic measures intensified.
His advocacy for both legally enforced sterilization of those he and others deemed unfit
as well as federal immigration restrictions during the 1920s was fervent and highly
influential.
Beginning in the 1920s, Laughlin had become arguably the most well-known
American eugenicist and was invited to testify before Congress. He had spent many years
conducting research he hoped would prove instrumental in passing legislation preventing
the unfit from procreating and from entering the U.S. From the time of its founding and
the ascendancy of negative eugenics, the Immigration Restriction League of Boston
persisted in urging congress to limit entrance into the U.S. and Laughlin, having
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conducted a substantial amount of research (predominantly in state-run custodial
institutions such as prisons and facilities for people with disabilities), emerged as the
chief proponent of and spokesperson for such legislation. Furthermore, Laughlin had
undertaken a significant research program to bolster his credibility when promoting
limitations on immigration from those he claimed were socially and genetically inferior
(mostly would-be arrivals from Southern Europe), and although his methods were
wrought with myriad statistical and ethical shortcomings, his eugenic mission eventually
came to pass with the testimony he gave to the Congressional Committee on Immigration
and Naturalization.287 By the time he testified before the committee he had accrued the
ethos associated with academic credentials to speak as an expert. Perhaps because
Laughlin was addressing an audience of committee members who were predominantly
like-minded with respect to his point of view regarding strengthening immigration
restrictions for the good of the nation, virtually no testimony as to the flaws in his
research methods was presented during the three hearings. In addition, his purportedly
expert testimony was presented in the wake of thirty years of substantial immigration
coupled with concomitant virulent xenophobia and anti-immigrant fervor amalgamated
with pseudo-Darwinian fears about rampant increases in populations of people with
supposedly detrimental if not pernicious traits via reckless propagation of the so-called
unfit.288 The result, of course, was passage of the 1924 Immigration Act.
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During the same three decades when millions of immigrants fled oppression and
poverty to seek new and better opportunities in the U.S. (roughly 1890 until 1920), the
U.S. experienced seismic shifts in its system of public education. Three principle factors
engendered this enormous change: First, enrollment in urban schools increased
dramatically and was comprised of a significantly greater diversity of students
representing many different ethnic groups due to massive immigration from rural regions
to cities and from other countries; second, the principle purpose of the common school
switched from preparing students for college work to equipping them for citizenship,
professional life and the use of leisure time; third, curricula became much more
differentiated as a result of increases in size, diversity, cost, the diversification of
educational objectives, and demands for efficiency.289 School administrators therefore
needed a tool or tools with which to differentiate students into a classification system
termed “ability grouping.” And having prevailed in their effort to secure legitimacy
among the established academic disciplines, the new social scientists met the needs of
school administrators to identify differences between students so they could be assigned
to differentiated curricular tracks, assignments that would be predicated on results of
intelligence tests.
The driving force behind so many of the major shifts in the U.S. education system
was the Industrial Revolution. By the beginning of the twentieth century, free public
schools from kindergarten to the university had been established and more rigorous
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enforcement of compulsory educational attainment had been codified into law. Although
this might have been a time of great promise for the U.S. education system, it was
nevertheless a time when great opportunity was lost by the acceptance among educational
administrators of inappropriate philosophy.290 The public schools, because of their pattern
of organization, governance and support, were particularly susceptible to influence by
strong social forces. And the most powerful rhetorical force during and after the
industrial revolution was the application of mechanical power to the production of goods,
the free enterprise capitalist philosophy and the elevation of business and industry to a
position of influence and prestige coupled with the saturation of myriad sectors of social
life with industrial and business values, especially education.291 Consequently, moguls of
industry like John D. Rockefeller, Andrew Carnegie, J. P. Morgan along with their
economic values and beliefs were widely admired.292
Central to these economic values and to the practice of mechanizing industrial
processes was the emergence of efficiency to the status of the ideograph. Recall that an
ideograph is a high-order abstraction in language that warrants collective behavior toward
what are quite often ill-defined objectives. Within the context of the free enterprise
capitalist system, especially in the U.S. following industrialization, the ascendancy of
efficiency to the level of collective ideological influence comparable with other
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ideographs such as democracy, liberty, normality and others resulted in large measure
when Frederick Taylor published his canonical book, The Principles of Scientific
Management. “Scientific management was an attempt to use the positivistic logic of the
emerging natural sciences to understand questions of industrial productivity.”293 Taylor’s
aim, to develop “an objective and rational science of work measurement and workplace
modification to enhance productivity” was adopted and modified for use in schools by
another scientist, Franklin Bobbit. He proposed
a framework for a rationally organized curriculum which would analyze the actual
activities adults undertake in their ordinary affairs and break these behaviors
down into sets of teachable skills. By atomizing and rationalizing ordinary tasks,
children could be taught complex tasks in lock-step fashion in the context of a
rational, scientifically managed fashion.294
Ultimately, the application of scientific management to education at a time when the
values of efficiency, capitalism, and business were revered, manifested in the constant
and lasting “notion that a curriculum can and should be a rational mechanism for teaching
relatively simple skills and measuring the results using some kind of standard
calculus.”295 Importantly, for the purposes of this study, it also highlights the
encroachment of the economic rhetoric of taxis into the education sector. Specifically,
disciplinary power functioned to police normality (as determined by results of assessment
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technologies) while simultaneously organizing difference in ways to balance its negative
impacts with positive ones.296
The application of scientific management to education wrought similar eugenical
outcomes to those that the administration of the Binet Simon scale on newly-arriving
immigrants that phrenology and craniometry had on non-whites and that early efforts to
study the brain had on myriad people not in positions of power. Specifically, it
perpetuated the differentiation of people -- so often predicated on factors such as race,
deleterious effects related to poverty, educational attainment of one’s family members -into a normal/subnormal binary. Goddard was chief among the statisticians who sought to
establish empirical means of measuring normality and deviations from it within the U.S.
education system and elsewhere.
The sharp increase in school enrollment at the turn of the twentieth century
compelled educators to start asking some poignant questions about student differentiation
related to the potential for academic and professional attainment, questions that on the
surface seemed to be predicated solely on intellectual capacities. Queries as to the degree
of physical or mental disability warranted segregation from “normal” students into
separate classrooms or schools, what levels of disability or degeneracy merited students
being excluded from educational and training programs, were prevalent among people in
the teaching professions.297 Working at the Vineland Training School in New Jersey,
Goddard developed and refined pedagogies designed to maximize the educational
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attainment of people with intellectual disabilities.298 He and Vineland Superintendent
Edward Johnstone became quite active in a wide variety of educational conferences,
maintained close ties with educational personnel at many levels, and continued to host the
semiannual meeting of the “feeble-Minded club” on their campus.299 Consequently,
Goddard and Johnstone succeeded in convincing educational professionals that science
(particularly psychology) could answer the questions that had emerged with the seismic
shift in the system described above, thus strengthening the mutual respect and
cooperation among education and science professionals as well as elevating Goddard’s
influence to where its impact lasted for decades, primarily with respect to the
dissemination of psychological tests into school systems.300
In 1909, the same year Frederick Taylor published his influential treatise, an
exigency emerged further propelling the ideology of efficiency into public discourse
while simultaneously compelling further and more detailed classification of pupils in the
U.S. school systems. As early as 1901, Goddard and many leading American teachers
lobbied government entities to provide state-funded education to students with physical
and intellectual disabilities, thus inaugurating what came to be known as “special
education.”301 But by 1909, the exertion of power by economic forces on the education
system in the U.S. and elsewhere had begun to impose efficiency onto pedagogy and the
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administration of schools in many of the same ways Taylor proposed it be implemented
into industry. The specific impetus for this was not resistance to incurring the higher
costs of providing special education as much as it was educating students who were not
on grade level commensurate with their chronological ages, students who were thus
called “laggards” or “retarded.” The estimation was that students who might be assigned
to special education would constitute just one to two percent of the school population but
that
the great problem lies in the very much larger class of those who, while they are
not defective, do not keep up with their fellows. These, constituting from five to
fifty per cent of our school population, can become either failures or successes in
life, according to the influences that are brought to bear upon them during their
early years.302
Articulated more specifically, this burgeoning exigency encompassed questions as to
potential causes of high proportions of students being over-age for the grade or level of
attainment they had achieved and leaving school early, factors such as removable
disability such as hypertrophied tonsils, correctible low vision or hearing, malnutrition,
late entry into school, irregular attendance, compulsory labor, and more.303 In search of
answers to these questions as well as to ascertain whether there were schools whose
performance teaching such students was appreciably better than the average and how they
did so, the Russell Sage Foundation commissioned Leonard Ayres, a former General
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Superintendent of Puerto Rico, and at the time head of statistics at the Insular Department
of Education, to undertake a substantial research study.304
The results of Ayres’ study suggested the need for urgent action: Approximately
six million students were found to be “retarded” or over-age and they are “misfits” in
their classes, require special attention from their teachers if they are to do satisfactory
work, render teaching the other students more difficult, are more likely to repeat grades,
and are more likely to drop out prior to completing the compulsory elementary course.305
As a result, overcrowding and the concomitant over expenditures on the lower grades
diverts funds that ought to be spent on facilities and on increasing the number of students
in the upper grades.306 To resolve these problems, Ayres proposed an “index of
efficiency” for public school systems whereby principles of science, knowledge and
precision -- values that had emerged with industrialization -- would supplant opinion,
conjecture, and chance as the standards and measures for evaluating educational
administration.307
Once again, Goddard emerged as the figure who, more than anyone else, would
answer the call and facilitate refinement of the “index of efficiency.” Aware of the results
of Ayres’ voluminous body of statistical research, Goddard once again championed the
Binet Simon scale as the measurement panacea for evaluating “mental age” (the
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commensurability or incommensurability of educational attainment/grade level with
chronological age), and in so doing, he reintroduced the Galtonian normal curve to
American education personnel and convinced them that the scale was the best means of
appraising intelligence and thus rendering schools more efficient.308 A second key figure
in the movement to render the U.S. education system more efficient by way of
incorporating the philosophy of scientific management was Lewis Terman. Terman had
studied with Goddard at Clark University and, like his former classmate and kindred
spirit, championed progressive era causes including education reform. Moreover, Terman
shared in Goddard’s enthusiasm for the potential Binet’s instrument possessed for
addressing many of the social ills perceived to exist during that era.
Like many reformers of the Progressive Era, Terman wished to use science to
improve society.309 He valued conservation, efficiency, and social order and believed that
people with access to privileged knowledge were best positioned to change society;
however, “his ideas on intelligence had much in common with Social Darwinism; and his
attitude towards immigrants was consonant with the nativism of the time.”310
While a professor at Stanford, Terman adapted Binet’s scale for broader use in
schools. Then in 1917 and in many respects as an outgrowth of several decades of
education reforms aimed at classifying students into “ability groups” and assigning them
to the program of study deemed most advantageous to them within the newly
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differentiated curricula, Terman and one of his students, Virgil Dickson, endeavored to
reorganize the schools in Oakland, CA with the objective of rendering the district more
efficient. To accomplish this, they launched one of the first systematic research projects
involving intelligence tests. Dickson, who had become the new Director of Research for
the Oakland Public Schools, administered what had become the Stanford-Binet
intelligence test to thousands of children. Although the study was undertaken to appraise
capacities and abilities of students and the subsequent development of a tracking plan to
manage data collected about students, the researchers’ results were once again
compromised by a failure to recognize the ways in which worldview and values would
imbue interpretations of intelligence tests in ways that would justify social prejudices
despite being conveyed with what passed for scientific objectivity.311 Despite the flaws in
the Oakland experiment, its reception inaugurated the widespread adoption of the
Stanford-Binet scale in U.S. schools for assessing levels of mental functioning,
classifying students, and channeling them into the educational stream deemed best suited
to their abilities, dominance that would last well into the twentieth century.312 In addition,
Terman’s work ushered in the swift adoption of intelligence testing throughout the public
school system which lead to the development of an estimated seventy-five additional tests
of general mental ability and by the end of the 1920s an estimated four million
intelligence tests were sold annually and since then the practice of testing, classifying,
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and grouping students has been a permanent fixture in the U.S. education system.313 And
the myriad reforms described here as well as the proliferation and exaltation of
intelligence testing gave rise to shift in the primary role of the school administrator from
learned educational professional to efficiency expert responsible for applying the
principles of scientific management to schools and districts so that the taxpaying public
could have a more accurate accounting for how prudently school funding was being
used.314
The infusion of scientific management into education in large part by way of the
development and extensive use of psychometrics and standardized assessment
technologies marked a first major instance when an economic theory exerted influence on
the valuation of individuals during the rise of modern eugenics. A second major
economic event occurred that has proved to be integral to this analysis of the relationship
between assessment technologies and eugenic thought and practice since the middle of
the 1900s. In 1947, a small and exclusive group of economists, historians, and historians
gathered to discuss the dangers to individual freedoms they perceived as emanating from
government policies and Keynesian economics that undermined the belief in private
property and competitive markets.315 Emerging from this meeting was the new discourse
of neoliberalism, an economic philosophy that held that “political economic practices that
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proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual
entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by
strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade” and that “if markets do not
exist (in areas such as land, water, education, health care, social security, or
environmental pollution) then they must be created, by state action if necessary. But
beyond these tasks the state should not venture.”316 Since 1947, the discourse of
neoliberalism has become hegemonic, as evidenced by the “pervasive effects on ways of
thought to the point where it has become incorporated into the common-sense way many
of us interpret, live in, and understand the world.”317
The ideological push toward neoliberalism launched in 1947 was accompanied by
a second monumental shift in the ways in which individuals interpret the world – the
geopolitical bipolarity that emerged in the wake of World War II and the global
competition for power and influence between the U.S. and the Soviet Union that was the
Cold War. Together, neoliberalism and the Cold War initiated the modern intensification
of and political obsession with standardized testing. The launch of Sputnik in 1957
instilled political panic in the West which, in turn, prompted what has been called a
“techno-performance revolution.” This revolution engered a dramatic increase in federal
funding for public education by the U.S. government in 1958 as well as the privileging of
the natural sciences over social sciences and humanities; and even after the conclusion of
the Cold War, techno-performance remained central to the exaltation of hard sciences and
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technology, the argument being that advances and educating students in these disciplines
were paramount to combatting terrorism and competing in the information economy.318
Since the techno-performance revolution until now, political discourse has been
repeatedly marshalled to extol the importance of testing but nearly always within a
geopolitical and neoliberal context. During the 1970s, the ideographs “accountability”,
“objectives”, and “products” were invoked within public discourse concerning education,
citing what was advanced as the growing need to subject teachers and districts to
accountability for infusing particular learning objectives into curricula and producing
students who had mastered externally-contrived learning aims as measured by tests
developed in the private sector.319 Later, coinciding with the further entrenchment of the
discourse of neoliberal economic philosophy and the intensification of Cold War hysteria
initiated by the elections of Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan was the upsurge in
alarmist rhetoric concerning education. This was manifest primarily in a report issued in
April 1983 entitled “A Nation at Risk.” In it, Reagan’s Secretary of Education, Terrel
Bell, stated:
Our Nation is at risk. Our once unchallenged preeminence in commerce, industry,
science, and technological innovation is being overtaken by competitors
throughout the world. This report is concerned with only one of the many causes
and dimensions of the problem, but it is the one that undergirds American
prosperity, security, and civility. We report to the American people that while we
can take justifiable pride in what our schools and colleges have historically
accomplished and contributed to the United States and the well-being of its
people, the educational foundations of our society are presently being eroded by a
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rising tide of mediocrity that threatens our very future as a Nation and a people.
What was unimaginable a generation ago has begun to occur--others are matching
and surpassing our educational attainments. If an unfriendly foreign power had
attempted to impose on America the mediocre educational performance that exists
today, we might well have viewed it as an act of war. As it stands, we have
allowed this to happen to ourselves. We have even squandered the gains in
student achievement made in the wake of the Sputnik challenge. Moreover, we
have dismantled essential support systems which helped make those gains
possible. We have, in effect, been committing an act of unthinking, unilateral
educational disarmament.320
Despite not being an empirical appraisal of the U.S. education system, the report was
enthusiastically embraced by the Reagan Administration for it enabled neoliberal,
conservative movement to wrest education from Democrats, imposing the “get tough”
stance that hallmarked 1980s-era conservatism on political communication, charging
liberals of permitting education to deteriorate into “a mush of self-esteem classes.”321
And to address this crisis and restore the education system to where it ought to be, the
report called for "… More!" -- more science, more math, more art, more humanities,
more social studies, more school days, more hours, more homework, more basics, more
higher-order thinking, more lower-order thinking, more creativity, more everything” and
due to the breadth of the reforms it recommended positioned conservatives to assume a
political stance whereby any opposition would be deemed obstructionist.322 Since “A
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Nation at Risk,” each subsequent U.S. administration regardless of party affiliation, has
postured itself as implementing the best and toughest reforms to the education system
which has culminated in students being required to take an average of ten and sometimes
as many as twenty standardized tests between third through eighth grades (according to a
national survey of fourteen large school districts) for the purposes of forming a labor
force of “cheerful robots,” eliminating critical thinking from schools, generating immense
profits for information firms and the education industry.323
Ultimately, the proliferation of and obsession with standardized assessments of
scholastic achievement exemplify a much broader cultural shift that occurred mid-way
through the twentieth century. Specifically, in the aftermath of the Great Depression and
WWII, and with the advent of the Cold War and the concomitant techno-performance
revolution coupled with the influence brought to bear by the proponents of neoliberal
capitalist economic philosophy in the West, the notions of normality and the normal
changed. Whereas normalization emerged, according to Foucault, in the large
disciplinary institutions such as schools and hospitals toward the beginning of the
nineteenth century, the appearance of the normal within the public sphere of the midtwentieth century arose from the burgeoning self-improvement and consumer capitalism
cultures.324 In short, the shift that occurred was from the disciplinary society to a data
society.325
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With respect to modern eugenics, the data society functions to extol the normal as
the ideal by perpetuating the notion that it is a quantifiable, measurable phenomenon.
More specifically, the deployment of standardized assessments of intelligence and
achievement serve to privilege knowledge yielded in aggregate data while minimizing the
value of the individual and the unique gifts, talents, intelligences the individual might
possess. Simultaneously, individuals and entities who possess power use measurement
technologies to retain power and influence which necessitates differentiating the normal
from the deviant. In other words, a key deleterious impact wrought by the transition into
the data society is that normality, efficiency, and empiricism are now converging to
maintain and further foci on difference, differentiation, classification, and many of the
trappings of marginalization. At the center of this is the persistent eugenic notion that
heredity and not social contexts and circumstances are predominantly responsible for
human differences and social, political, and cultural conduct with respect to differences.
Thus, from the rudimentary ratio of the Three-Fifths Clause to the promiscuity of
measurement technologies pervasive today (particularly in schools) political advantage
remains a tool at the disposal of those who develop, administer, and analyze, and then act
upon the results generated. Toni Morrison offers a poignant summary in her novel
Beloved with the eloquent reminder, “…definitions belonged to the definers—not the
defined.”326
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Chapter Four: Genome
In August 2018, a symposium on genome engineering was held at the Cold Spring
harbor Laboratory on Long Island. The site of the symposium has long been integral to
the eugenics movement in the U.S. The laboratory was formally established with backing
from the Carnegie Institution on January 19, 1904 to serve as what the Institution called
“the Station for Experimental Evolution.”327 Charles Davenport, a Harvard educated
biologist who initially suggested to the Institution the establishment of the laboratory,
was the leader. Davenport, who was fascinated by ancestry and genealogy, obsessed with
and opposed to race mixing, and became enthralled with Francis Galton and his work,
sought to establish the laboratory as a clearinghouse of information aimed at applying
Mendelian laws of heredity along racial lines in order to allow the superior to thrive and
the unfit to vanish thus ensuring a better race.328 During the subsequent three decades,
Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory would house the Eugenics Record Office, the
“undisputed nerve center” of the eugenics movement in the U.S., becoming “a gathering
place for eugenics scientists and a training ground for eugenics field researchers. It was a
clearinghouse of public education materials and, as its name suggested, a repository for
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eugenics records. It was also, above all else, a force for eugenics advocacy and
propaganda.”329
By the mid-1920s, the Cold Spring harbor Laboratory and the Eugenic Record
Office then headed by Charles Davenport’s like-minded protégé harry Laughlin, had been
an instrumental force in infusing eugenic principles concerning who should as well as
who should not be permitted to enter the U.S. into the immigration law Congress passed
in 1924330 “enthusiastically propagandized for the Nazi regime,” and was the source of
anti-Semitic films disseminated to U.S. high schools as well as birthplace of the scientific
rationales that eventuated in the Holocaust.331 To its credit, the Cold Spring Harbor
Laboratory (along with the Rockefeller Foundation, the Carnegie Institution, the Max
Planck Institute, successor to the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute, organizations also intimately
involved in the eugenics movement), has worked very hard and cooperated rigorously
with researchers to let the world learn its past, wanting history to be illuminated.332 When
the truth about Nazi extermination became known, enthusiasm and fervor for eugenics
subsided, the movement and science reinventing itself as the modern genetic
revolution.333 Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory has remained at the forefront of the genetic
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revolution. It has been home to eight Nobel Prize winners, hosts more than twelve
thousand scientists each year and “has shaped contemporary biomedical research and
education with programs in cancer, neuroscience, plant biology and quantitative
biology.”334
To be sure, given its history and its status, it is no surprise that the Cold Spring
Harbor Laboratory hosted the symposium. Also, not surprising and certainly not
controversial at the time was He Jiankui presenting his work on editing the CCR5 gene to
disable it from producing a protein H.I.V. needs in order to enter cells.335 At the
symposium, Dr. He delivered what one attendee called a thoughtful, cautious, step-bystep account of his work on embryo editing of the CCR5 gene. At the time, the talk was
received as little more than just another addition to ten years of advancements.336
However what Dr. He neglected to state in discussing his research (work that appeared to
fall squarely within the framework of ethical scientific research) was that some of the
modified embryos had already been implanted into a woman; thus, the specter of the birth
of genetically engineered babies was a distinct reality rather than an abstraction to be
contemplated by scientists, policymakers, and ethicists.337
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The reality of genetically edited human offspring became a reality in November
2018 when Dr. He announced that twin girls were born to a couple including a father
with HIV.338 Justifying what he had done, Dr. He stated the twin daughters were born
without HIV, had given the father a reason to live, and no other genes were altered in the
process. However, Dr. He’s announcement has ignited a conflagration of controversy.
Specifically, he failed to publish data for academic peers to review, he asserted he had
secured permission to do the work from the ethics board of the hospital Shenzhen
Harmonicare, a claim the hospital disputes, and was subsequently investigated for
allegedly using fraudulent ethical review materials.339
In addition to the ethical questions raised by Dr. He’s purported embryonic gene
editing described above, the specter of genetic engineering aimed at creating offspring
desired with traits such as athletic prowess, intelligence, eye and hair color, and other
non-lethal characteristics is now being revisited with renewed vigor. The thrust of the
discussions have focused on biomedical ethics. And while this is surely of great
importance, an exploration of the rhetorical genealogy surrounding the sciences of
heredity promises to lend invaluable guidance to debates concerning technological
advances in editing the human genome and toward refinement of the ethics of using such
technologies. Toward this end, the focus of the remainder of this chapter will be to
explore rhetoric concerning genetics and genetic science describe the specific technology
Dr. He used then retrace the ways in which power and influence within the context of the
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body politic metaphor – specifically, the emergence of rhetoric concerning inherited
degeneracy, propelled conceptions concerning eugenics, followed by coverage of
nuances in eugenic rhetoric engendered by the Enlightenment, and finally a survey of the
ways in which the industrial revolution and the subsequent turn toward neoliberal
capitalist doctrine reshaped discourse about heredity and the valuation ascribed to
individuals and groups of people. The technology Dr. He used to edit the embryos is
called CRISPR-Cas9 (CRISPR stands for clustered regularly interspaced short
palindromic repeats).
CRISPR-Cas9 is the technology Josiah Zayner used to edit his own DNA in order
to build muscle mass described in the introductory chapter. CRISPR on its own refers to
“chunks of regularly recurring bits of DNA that arose as an ancient bacterial defense
system against viral invasions.”340 When a virus invades a cell, it uses the cell’s own
“machinery” to self-replicate until the cell bursts. Certain bacteria evolved to protect the
cell. These bacteria deploy waves of DNA-cutting proteins that chop up viral genes
floating around in the cell and if the bacteria survive the initial viral attack then they “file
away” snippets of the chopped-up viral DNA (“genetic mug shots”) into their own
genomes far away from essential genes, thus equipping themselves to identify and better
protect themselves against the same viruses thereafter.341 “… having them on file meant
that the next time a virus returned, the bacteria could recognize it from past cellular
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invasions and send out a more powerful weapon. They could equip Cas9—a lumpy,
clam-shaped DNA-cutting protein—with a copy of that guide RNA pulled straight out of
storage. Like a molecular assassin, it would go out and snip anything that matched the
genetic mug shot.”342
The protection mechanism described above is a natural phenomenon. However, in
recent years scientists have discovered how to harness the process in the laboratory. First
described in 2012 and 2013, CRISPR-Cas9 is used to alter an organism’s genome; it has
already been used to increase the muscle mass of beagles, to prepare pig organs for
transplantation into humans, to fix genetic diseases in nonhuman animals, and to fight
viruses and to sterilize mosquitoes.343 Scientists employ CRISPR-Cas9 by first directing
RNA, a molecule that can read the genetic information in DNA, to the nucleus of a cell
where editing is deemed appropriate. The guide RNA, functioning as something of a
mode of transportation, shepherds the Cas9 bacterial protein to the precise spot on the
DNA where the editing is to take place. Once it arrives, it encounters the double helix,
which is the strand of DNA that resembles something akin to a zipper. Upon arrival, the
guide RNA “unzips” the double helix and the Cas9 cuts the strand at a specific tooth of
the zipper, thus triggering the cell’s natural repair mechanism thereby altering the
DNA.344 This technology is far simpler and affordable than erstwhile genetic engineering
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technologies and as such has quickly become the most vexing concern to ethicists,
policymakers, and scientists in the twenty-first century.
When Josiah Zayner injected himself with his own edited DNA, he was striving to
alter somatic cells with the aim of eventually building muscle mass. The use of CRISPRCas9 editing technology for altering a person’s genome raises ethical questions with
respect to eugenics, to be sure. To appreciate the intensity of the controversy, one need
only consider the potential CRISPR-Cas9 could have on athletic competition. Cheating in
competitive sports is certainly not a new phenomenon. Advances in biotechnologies,
however, have radically altered approaches to cheating as well as the means of
monitoring and sanctioning competitive misconduct. In 1999, the World Anti-Doping
Agency (WADA) was created to monitor, promote and coordinate the fight against
doping in all of its forms.345 Toward this end, the WADA web site features a list of
prohibited substances including the following: “anabolic agents;” “peptide hormones,
growth factors, related substances and mimetics;” “beta-2 agonists;” “hormone and
metabolic modulators;” and “diuretics and masking agents.”346 Prior to the advent of
CRISPR-Cas9, one of the central worries of the WADA was the prospect of “gene
doping,” a phrase that refers to the non-therapeutic use of cells, genes, elements of
genetics, or the modulation of gene expression for the purpose of enhancing athletic
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performance.347 Until CRISPR-Cas9, however, concerns about gene doping were largely
hypothetical. Now the WADA and other sanctioning bodies are having to contend with
the daunting specter of developing ways of detecting tiny alterations to genes or the
turning on or off of the activities of specific genes, processes that often are not revealed
by simple blood tests, as well as balancing the need for competitive integrity with the use
of gene editing technologies for legitimate therapeutic purposes.348 Athletic competition
is by no means the only arena where gene editing will stir up divisive debate nor is
somatic cell gene editing (that which is the primary focus of sanctioning entities), the sole
or even the principle locus of controversy with respect to the application of CRISPRCas9 technology.
The relative ease and comparative cost-effectiveness CRISPR-Cas9 promises has
brought renewed and intensely passionate attention to questions of heredity and the ways
in which it might be engineered by human interventions as well as whether such
interventions are warranted. Following Dr. He’s announcement, a group of 122 Chinese
scientists condemned his feat, contending that he had done irreparable damage to the
reputation of Chinese science.349 Shoukhrat Mitalipov, who serves as Director of the
Center for Embryonic Cell and Gene Therapy at the Oregon Health and Science
University and whose work “focuses on editing out mutations that cause serious diseases
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that cannot be prevented any other way,” charged that Dr. He did nothing medically
necessary as there are other less invasive ways to prevent HIV infection in newborn
babies.350 Dr. He, by contrast, asserted that through his work with the twins he had taken
on the responsibility of setting an example for using gene editing for valid purposes and
that society must decide what to do in the aftermath of his breakthrough.351 In spite of the
many irregularities and questions of veracity and credibility surrounding Dr. He’s claim
to have successfully and safely edited the genomes of the twins, the ethical debate that
ensued following the announcement of their birth serves as an excellent point from which
to investigate the genealogy of eugenics through the lens of the hereditary sciences and of
perhaps far greater importance, the rhetoric about heredity with respect to the body
politic.
One of the justifications Dr. He gave editing the embryos: to spare them the
stigma associated with HIV infection in China.352 The desire to shield others from stigma
is certainly a laudable aim. In addition, Dr. He’s stated altruistic goal speaks to much of
the essence of the rhetoric of eugenics. The birth of the twin girls invites debates not only
about the ethicality of Dr. He’s purported scientific breakthrough but also about the
ethicality of procreating when there is a known chance of bequeathing disease (or other
traits deemed unfavorable), the prospects of progeny to eventually maximize their
contributions to the overall health of the body politic, and the questions as to the
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influence nature versus nurture have on the development of characteristics and behaviors
that are so often the targets of stigmatizing discourse.
The aforementioned components of the ethics of eugenics are certainly not new.
In Ancient Rome and Greece, for example, the practice of selective infanticide was not
especially uncommon. In Rome, Seneca endorsed eugenic infanticide as a means of
separating the useless from the fit.353 Although eugenic infanticide eventually fell out of
favor, two distinct eugenic tendencies prevailed in Ancient Rome – greater control of
reproduction on the part of the upper classes and the simultaneous reckless propagation
amid extreme poverty on the part of the lower classes resulting in abandonment of infants
regarded as unfit.354 Reacting to the deaths, enslavement, and exploitation of many of
these abandoned children, the Romans passed laws prohibiting what was called
“exposure.” Moreover, “Marble vessels were set up at the doors of the churches, and
gradually there came into being hospitals, asylums, refuges, creches, receiving and
tending the blind, the deaf, the dumb, the crippled, and defective, regardless of whether
these were congenitally handicapped or the unhappy products of accident or disease.”355
The ancient Spartans, for whom military hegemony was paramount and who
recognized inconsistencies in the selective breeding of both dogs and horses, practiced
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eugenic infanticide based exclusively on the physical health of children.356 In addition, to
address concerns about a declining populace the Spartans promoted women’s health,
punished celibacy, and offered fringe benefits such as reduced or waived taxes and
exemption from serving on the night watch to men for siring more children.357 The fifth
century Athenians adopted a perspective on heredity predicated on both nature and
nurture. Socrates was a proponent of antenatal and prenatal care of women and children
and the unborn as well as the education, both physical and intellectual, of children to
ensure attainment of their physical and moral wellbeing.358 Believing that body and soul
are linked in heredity and, like modern eugenicists, lamenting the deleterious impact the
physically and morally degenerate had on the body politic, Plato favored selective human
breeding based on preferred physical traits.359 Finally, addressing the essence of eugenics,
the overall improvement of humankind, Aristotle endorsed procreation among couples
when they were at the ages when they were at the height of their physical and intellectual
vigor thus yielding the healthiest possible progeny while simultaneously recommending
the destruction of the unfit.360
Although two and a half millennia have elapsed since Antiquity, the essence of
eugenics has remained largely the same. The focus of the remainder of this chapter will
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illustrate the myriad similarities between ancient and modern eugenics, including
proposals of selective infanticide of babies with significant disabilities. The ways in
which The Enlightenment engendered substantial shifts in the ways in which the state, the
governance, the individual, and the body, as well as many other facets of the body politic
are conceived were addressed in Chapter Two. Moreover, with its emphasis on scientific
positivism, the same epoch marked major changes in the development and use of
technologies for classifying people as discussed in Chapter Three. And while so much of
eugenic thought and practice has remained intact from Antiquity until the present, The
Enlightenment brought forth nuances the investigation of which will prove useful to
acquiring a greater understanding of rhetoric surrounding heredity vis-à-vis eugenics in
the modern era.
During the second half of the eighteenth century, a variety of thinkers engaged in
renewed speculation as to the perfectibility of society. Prominent among these were the
moral philosopher and economist Adam Smith and the political economist Thomas
Robert Malthus. In 1776 and 1798 respectively, Smith and Malthus published the first
editions of the works that helped to dramatically reshape the thinking about human and
societal perfectibility. Writing at a time when the laissez-faire economic philosophy was
supplanting mercantilism as the dominant theory of exchange, Smith introduced one of
the more lasting additions to the body politic metaphor. Explaining how economic selfinterest on the part of individuals within a society serves to bolster the wellbeing of the
society as well as the individual, he writes:
He generally, indeed, neither intends to promote the public interest, nor knows
how much he is promoting it. By preferring the support of domestic to that of
foreign industry, he intends only his own security; and by directing that industry
143

in such a manner as its produce may be of the greatest value, he intends only his
own gain, and he is in this, as in many other cases, led by an invisible hand to
promote an end which was no part of his intention. Nor is it always the worse for
the society that it was no part of it. By pursuing his own interest he frequently
promotes that of the society more effectually than when he really intends to
promote it.361
Smith advances the invisible hand metaphor to illustrate how a division of labor
comprised of individuals looking after their own economic self-interests constitute a tacit
and often unintentional efficient allocation of goods and the maintenance of economic
health for the entire body politic. Yet despite the reception of Smith’s treatise and its
continued influence on economic theory and thought to the present, , Thomas Robert
Malthus’ 1798 volume, An Essay on the Principle of Population, functioned to temper
the confidence that laissez-faire capitalism would improve economic and social life for
members of each socio-economic class within a body politic. Specifically, Malthus
argued that, contrary to Smith’s optimism that improvements in manufacturing
capabilities would have the effect of ameliorating conditions for the laboring classes,
such improvements will by contrast, render the lower, laboring classes less able to access
the means of health and prosperity.362 Malthus posited that increases in population would
far surpass increases in forms of subsistence which would simultaneously adversely
impact the laboring and more impoverished classes.363
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The rhetorical confluence that emerged at the start of the nineteenth century from
the wake of Smith’s and Malthus’ respective impacts on the history of thought effectively
inaugurated the modern epoch in eugenic thinking. While Smith cemented laissez-faire
capitalism into the public imaginary, Malthus’ admonitions concerning population and
means of subsistence functioned as something of an exhortation to differentiate perceived
value of individuals and subpopulations within the body politic. During this period, the
body politic metaphor was evolving to where the conceptualizing of the nation had
become as much a machine as an organism (as described in the previous chapter). Indeed,
one of the early instances when discourse emerged in the U.S. suggesting that
differentiation in valuation of lives within the body politic or national machinery was
warranted emerged in the wake of the Panic of 1819. The Panic of 1819 was the first
bona fide economic calamity the young U.S. faced: in Richmond, merchant licenses
dropped by nearly 40%; wages and the number of people employed in approximately
thirty industries in Philadelphia plummeted precipitously; an estimated 50,000 people in
New York, Philadelphia and Baltimore were left either unemployed or irregularly
employed; and, prices deflated roughly 30% from 1818 to 1821 while the G.N.P. fell in
1819 and remained flat well into the 1820s.364 In addition to accentuating the
precariousness of the boom and bust capitalist economic system, the Panic of 1819
ushered Malthusian thought directly into rhetoric about the nation, economics and
modern eugenics. Malthus argued against social support programs for the needy (then
called “poor laws”), cautioning that they in fact create the façade that the available means
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of subsistence are sufficient to where the laboring classes can procreate without
eventually increasing the proportion of an overall population that will experience poverty
and its accompanying vices, and “Secondly, the quantity of provisions consumed in
workhouses upon a part of the society that cannot in general be considered as the most
valuable part diminishes the shares that would otherwise belong to more industrious and
more worthy members, and thus in the same manner forces more to become
dependent.”365
Malthus’ admonitions concerning population growth coupled with the widespread
reception of Smith’s treatise on economics reinvigorated interest in the ethics of human
propagation. Moreover, accompanying the ascendancy of laissez-faire capitalism and the
shift on the part of sovereign power to disciplinary regimes as well as the myriad means
of measurement they deployed in order to situate individuals and groups of people into
what were touted as appropriate sectors within a nation as described in the previous
chapter, were shifts in the rhetoric surrounding procreation and the value ascribed to
individuals and groups. Indeed, in the quotation that concludes the previous paragraph,
Malthus employs the phrases, “a part of the society that cannot in general be considered
as the most valuable part” and “more industrious and more worthy members.” In the
wake of the Panic of 1819, the issue of relief for the poor was vaulted into the forefront
of public awareness and a significant shift in the ways impoverished people and public
responses to poverty were viewed ensued.366 The Panic of 1819 dramatically increased
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the number of people living in poverty as well as the costs of relief programs.367
Responding to these increases as well as growing sentiment among upper- and middleclass Americans that poverty was a problem that could not be resolved, governments
undertook reforms predicated on a concept called “less eligibility” whereby recipients of
relief were “categorized by the source of their condition—those who were poor through
no fault of their own and those who could only blame themselves for their condition,
temporary' versus longer-term, able- bodied versus disabled.”368 In addition to
categorizing poor people, relief programs shifted from a model whereby assistance
provided to individuals and families in their homes was limited and, instead, greater
disciplinary control was exerted over them by providing “relief in almshouses or
workhouses that would oversee the poor, ensure their good behavior and reform the
deviant.”369 In short, the economic calamity of 1819 marked a significant turning point in
eugenic thinking (at least in the U.S. but likely elsewhere as well) undergirded by the
presumption that certain individuals and groups of people within a society are less
valuable vis-à-vis their potential to contribute to the wellbeing of the body politic and the
capitalist machinery, therefore less worthy of support despite experiencing very difficult
life circumstances.
The “less eligible” sentiment that was infused into legislation and discourse
concerning programs to alleviate poverty and all of its trappings mentioned above
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functions rhetorically as a synecdoche for what was at this time the discourse of the then
burgeoning modern eugenics movement. Although the word “gene” would not be
neologized for nearly a century, there was a great deal of theoretical and scientific
interest in and public discourse about the heritability of traits, qualities, proclivities,
aptitudes, and the like. Erasmus Darwin, grandfather to both Charles Darwin and Francis
Galton, was among the early post-Enlightenment theorists to embrace evolution and to
hint at the role natural selection plays in it.370 But the most well-known evolutionist
preceding Charles Darwin was Jean-Baptiste Lamarck who introduced to science the
word “biology” and who remains known for theorizing the heritability of traits acquired
due to environmental factors such as the lengthening of the giraffe’s neck and forelegs to
adapt to the need to reach higher to forage for food in trees.371
It is instructive at this juncture in this rhetorical genealogy of the science of
heritability that eventuated in the mapping of the human genome as well as the
development of CRISPR-Cas9 and other genetic modification technologies to recognize
the exigence engendered by the amalgam of influences brought forth by Smith, Malthus,
Erasmus Darwin, Lamarck, and a host of eighteenth century philosophers who believed
in the perfectibility of society. Specifically, shifts from monarchical to republican forms
of government, the advent and elevation of laissez-faire capitalism, and the renewed
fervor concerning the ability of humankind to improve itself accompanied by Malthus’
admonition that population growth was sure to out-pace increases in the means of
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subsistence, established a rhetorical situation rife with perceived needs to assign value to
individuals and groups and then to act accordingly in ways to ensure that those
determined to be of greater value (to both the body politic and the machinery of the
capitalist regime) would benefit while discourses would arise and measures would be
enacted to mitigate and later to eliminate the deleterious impacts those deemed less
valuable would have on society.
The doctrine of “less eligible” mentioned above that emerged following the
economic difficulties of the early nineteenth century serves as an early, postEnlightenment example of rhetoric and policy addressing the aforementioned exigence. It
also exemplified rhetorical movement from the macro to the micro level of eugenic
thought, parlaying discourse concerning pollution within the body politic and positivism
surrounding the ability to accurately assess and appraise individuals coupled with the
compulsion to sort them within hierarchical taxonomies, to belief in the potential to
ascertain incontrovertible knowledge about the individual and about groups of people by
understanding heredity.
In order to adequately appreciate the renewal of interest in the science of heredity
and the mounting impetus on the part of the state to intervene in matters of procreation, it
will be helpful to reflect on two significant developments in rhetoric of the early
nineteenth century. First, recall from Chapter Two the shift in the conception of the body
politic that emerged in the wake of the advent of the scientific method and early
industrialization whereby the state was conceived of not only as an organism but also as
something of a machine. In the wake of this metaphoric transformation, everyday
experiences could be explained as homogeneous units and, due to the specialization of
149

labor, the state as a whole ought to be regarded as a sum of atoms. In the laissez-faire
capitalist economic system, each of the individual atoms (or individual person) that
collectively comprise the sum of the organism began to be viewed as having a particular
value. And those deemed to be of less value, those regarded as being lower on the
hierarchy, and those who were determined not to meet the eligibility criterion for failing
to make adequate contributions to the state were captured rhetorically by the then
burgeoning discourse of degeneracy.
Discourse of degeneracy was an essential aspect of the renewed zeal for eugenics
emergent following the Enlightenment. Nobel Laureate economist Gary Becker and
others summarized the valuation of the individual within the context of the machinery of
capitalism with the phrase “human capital.” In short, human capital is a mode of
economic analysis predicated on the notion that education (formal, on-the-job, etc.) raises
earnings and productivity by providing skills and knowledge, as well as the ability to
analyze problems. It also promotes health, civic engagement, and birth control and can
even heighten appreciation of the arts.372 Of particular importance at this juncture in the
rhetorical genealogy of eugenics is the negative relationship between birth rates and
educational attainment central to human capital theory. Specifically, at both the level of
the individual family and people taken in the aggregate, fewer offspring is negatively
related to greater resources for each child and vice versa, and to be sure, this is the case
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when comparing different ethnic groups who tend to have large versus smaller
families.373
The second development in early nineteenth century Rhetoric that fueled eugenic
thinking was the transformation of discourse concerning degeneracy from that discussed
in chapter two to rhetoric that subsumed an absence of the myriad aspects of human
capital (poverty, vice, fecundity, etc.) under the umbrella term “degeneracy.” To state this
differently, the shift that was taking place amounted to the addition to the deployment of
the body politic metaphor to marginalize people by marking individuals and groups with
terms such as “poison”, “infection”, “menace”, and the like, with a growing resolve that
degeneracy in its many forms was inherited. Although this transformation occurred at a
time when far less was understood of heredity belief in the perfectibility of humankind
and of society prominent during the eighteenth century had been supplanted by escalating
disquiet as to the deleterious impact being wrought by the prevalence and forms of
degeneracy on economic and social life, and the growing belief that the cultural and
biological realms were interconnected brought forth the sense that discourse of social or
cultural decline was necessarily linked to discourses of medicine and biology.374
Therefore, since degeneracy was deemed “hardwired” in humankind and attributed to a
large proportion of the population, and because it was “viewed as a biologically based,
hereditary threat to the machinery of capitalism unsusceptible to customary medical
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procedures and moral persuasion,” a rhetorical situation arose in which enthusiasm for
human intervention was rife.375
Malthus suggested celibacy and the delay of marriage as a means of population
control and thereby a check on the proliferation of degeneracy. By contrast, social
reformer Robert Dale Owen roused controversy when, in 1830, he released the first book
published in the U.S. on birth control, in which he argued that celibacy and postponing
marriage were in fact demoralizing to the nation and that foregoing the pleasures
associated with sex until economic circumstances had become more favorable for
procreation in fact lead to increased profligacy and prostitution, the destruction of health
and morality, greater levels of intemperance, and the like.376 In short, Owen contended
that Malthus’ recommendations for moral restraint vis-à-vis population control would, if
actualized, exacerbate the many social ills Malthus asserted they would remedy. Thus,
instead of celibacy and delaying marriage, Owen suggested a form of birth control
whereby younger people could enjoy the natural enjoyments of sex while postponing
conception by way of “complete withdrawal, on the part of the man, immediately
previous to emission.”377
During the 1850s and 1860s, another social reformer, John Humphrey Noyes
whose Oneida Community undertook one of the first experiments in selective human
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propagation (see chapter one) devised another approach to birth control. Rejecting what
were thought to be the three available means of moderating population growth – abortion
and infanticide, delaying, or abstaining from marriage, and Owen’s advice, the founder of
the Oneida Community, John Humphrey Noyes, propounded a fourth strategy he called
“male continence.” Noyes describes this method of birth control, arguing that sexual
intercourse has a beginning (the presence of the male organ in the female), a middle (a
series of reciprocal motions), and an end (“ … a nervous action or ejaculatory crisis
which expels the seed”), and that by distinguishing between its two purposes – the social
and the propagative – the man can and ought to enjoy the first two phases (the presence
and the motion) and stop prior to the involuntary state (ejaculation), thus affording
freedom from unintended consequences.378
The shifts in approaches to birth control and limiting population growth described
in the above paragraphs along with the economic and social justifications underpinning
them functioned collectively as an integral component of broader alarmist rhetoric
pertaining to the health of society at large. Use of the term “degeneracy” to capture the
myriad perceived social ills described above such as poverty, vice, and the like, operated
as a dual rhetorical maneuver. First, by establishing the category “degeneracy” to
encompass the proportion of population deemed excess in the context of industrialization,
the entrenchment of capitalist philosophy and republican forms of government, and the
exaltation of “the normal” and normality as well as the efficiency attributed to taxis and
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scientific management, a frame of acceptance and rejection within the body politic
emerged. Frames of acceptance and rejection are elements of rhetoric that come into
being when programs and policies are adopted as constituting the definition of the human
condition (e.g. capitalism) then with this definition in mind, functions and relationships
are singled out as being friendly or unfriendly, names embodying attitudes are assigned to
the functions and relationships in order to devise vocabularies to be used to welcome or
combat them.379 The discourse of less eligibility and degeneracy exemplifies the frame of
acceptance and ejection engendered in the century following Smith’s and Malthus’
reception and the turn toward republican forms of government.
The second component of the dual rhetorical maneuver the emergence of a sign of
pathology with regard to heredity and propagation. In his volume on medical discourse
about abortion, rhetorician Nathan Stormer argues that by medicalizing public
conversation about abortion practices beginning in the mid-1800s both proponents and
opponents made the debate a mechanism of struggle, a sign of cultural pathology, “a
measure of an afflicted society,” a bellwether as to what needs fixing and how far
advanced society has become.380 Furthermore, philosopher of science Georges
Canguilhem explains how within the body politic metaphor a vague notion such as
degeneracy was able to become conflated with disease. He explains, “The state of health
is a state of unawareness where the subject and his body are one. Conversely, the
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awareness of the body consists in a feeling of limits, threats, obstacles to health. Taking
these formulae in their full sense, they mean that the actual notion of the normal depends
on the possibility of violating the norm.”381 Thus, just as normality became imbued with
strong ideological power with respect to performance on educational assessments midway through the nineteenth century and later insofar as psychologists and others heralded
the capacity of appraising the vague notion of general intelligence described in Chapter
Three, by portraying large swaths of a population as diseased, as degenerate, normality
was likewise exalted as an ideal toward which to strive as a political, social, cultural
corpus.
Before 1859, the recognition that ancestry was a powerful determinant of human
traits, that “The discourse on degeneration had always contained references to heredity,
which had long been recognized as a factor in disease, somatic abnormalities, and other
characteristics, both physical and mental.”382 But the publication and reception of Charles
Darwin’s On the Origin of Species launched what might be considered the modern
genetic revolution as well as the birth of modern eugenics. In his autobiography, so
highly revered for having documented much of the evolution of U.S. society and culture,
Henry Adams, whose great grandfather and grandfather were respectively the second and
sixth Presidents of the U.S., and whose father was a diplomat, commented that the
publication of On the Origin of Species effectively convulsed society, persuaded a vast
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majority of people, whether they were versed in any of the hard sciences or not, of the
veracity of natural selection and evolution, and that “… it was the very best substitute for
religion; a safe, conservative, practical, thoroughly Common-Law deity.”383 Central to
Darwin’s theory of natural selection were the laws of variability. Indeed, he insisted that
variation is a central force propelling evolutionary processes, “that it is the steady
accumulation of beneficial differences which has given rise to all the more important
modifications of structure in relation to the habits of each species,” and that “such
modifications will add to the beautiful and harmonious diversity of nature.”384
Despite having instigated monumental shifts in scientific paradigms as well as the
ways in which laypersons understood the causes of the existence of life, Darwin’s
admonitions concerning the critical nature of variation would be cast aside by those who
would incorporate his work into their own scientific endeavors that comprised modern
eugenics. In a forcefully-worded article published just nine years after the Darwinian
revolution, much of modern eugenic practice was promoted by the then internationally
acclaimed writer and social commentator William Rathbone Greg who, in his highly
influential essay entitled "On the failure of ‘natural selection’ in the case of man.",
summoned the admonitions proffered decades earlier by malthus as well as the
sentiments espoused by those who advanced doctrines of less eligibility into public and
political discourse about the merits of poor laws, arguing that the very same qualities that
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strengthen nonhuman species (acting in concert, protection, acquisition of food and
shelter, sympathy, decreases in propensities for combativeness, and the like), in fact
hinder humankind and human society from evolving adequately and naturally.385 Greg
warns:
We have kept alive those who, in a more natural and less advanced state, would
have died—and who, looking at the physical perfection of the race alone, bad
better have been left to die. Among savages, the rigorous and sound alone
survive; among us, the diseased and enfeebled survive as well—but is either the
physique or the intelligence of cultivated man the gainer by the change? In a
wild state, by the law of natural selection, only, or chiefly, the sounder and
stronger specimens were allowed to continue their species ; with us, thousands
with tainted constitutions, with, frames weakened by malady or waste, with
brains bearing subtle and hereditary mischief in. their recesses, are suffered to
transmit their terrible inheritance of evil to other generations, and to spread it
through a whole community.386
Finally, underpinned by his belief in racial hierarchy and troubled by what he perceived
to be the distribution of wealth and property via inheritance and other systemic and legal
factors to those who were incapable of managing it responsibly, Greg called for new
legislation to prohibit paupers from propagating. Moreover, he called for the institution of
a competitive exam to be proctored to anyone who wished to procreate, criticized the
tendencies to emphasize the value of the freedom of the individual will as well as of the
tendency of members of the less educated classes to influence the management of social
arrangements.387
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Although the doom-laden appraisal of the state of society and humankind was by
no means unique to Greg, the publication of his essay very much exemplified a turning
point in the evolution of the rhetoric of science, in particular the scientific and public
discourse on what would eventually become the science of genetics. The specific
outcome that emerged in the wake of the Darwinian revolution was frames of acceptance
and rejection were further legitimized by inculcating worries about degeneracy and
simultaneously advancing remedial actions from the perspective of objective scientific
discovery and acumen. As described in Chapter Three, similar rhetoric propelled the
development and proliferation of standardized and educational measurement
technologies. Furthermore, just as assessment technologies were and remain fraught with
flaws and frequently yield pernicious outcomes, so too did advancements in the
hereditary sciences bring about many tragic and horrific results.
Beginning with the dismissal of Darwin’s that evolution is reliant upon variation
and continuing on through the nadir of modern eugenics culminating in the Holocaust,
the legitimization of frames of acceptance and rejection would become known as
“positive eugenics” and “negative eugenics” and would be championed by a spate of
influential volumes emanating predominantly from scientific circles. And because of the
prophetic ethos associated with this purportedly objective scientific discourse was more
readily accepted and, as a result, eugenics became firmly ensconced in the political,
scientific and cultural imaginary, and little or no amount of reasonable, healthy
deliberation as to the ethics of eugenics emerged until the end of World War II when the
magnitude of the atrocities of the Holocaust began to be comprehended.
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John Humphrey Noyes, founder of the Oneida Community and the one who
devised male continence as a form of birth control, was one of the first proponents of
positive eugenics. Arguing that the application of modern science to practical breeding
has brought species of plants and animals to a state of “high perfection,” Noyes and his
followers advocated for and then implemented the system of intentional breeding
designed to bring forth a generation of people possessing the better character and
physical traits of their predecessors.388 Francis Galton was one of the principal figures
who influenced Noyes and the Oneidans to undertake their experiment in selective human
breeding.389 In his first foray into what he would later call “eugenics”, reiterating
successes in the breeding of plants and nonhuman animals Galton asserts in the first
edition of his book, hereditary Genius, that “… it would be quite practicable to produce a
highly-gifted race of men by judicious marriages during several consecutive generations”
and that:
social agencies of an ordinary character, whose influences are little suspected, are
at this moment working towards the degradation of human nature, and that others
are working towards its improvement. I conclude that each generation has
enormous power over the natural gifts of those that follow, and maintain that it is
a duty we owe to humanity to investigate the range of that power, and to exercise
it in a way that, without being unwise towards ourselves, shall be most
advantageous to future inhabitants of the earth.390
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Later, in the 1906 coauthored volume entitled Noteworthy Families, a study based on
data “mainly derived from the answers made to a circular sent to all the Fellows of the
Royal Society whose names appear in its Year Book for 1904, data Galton admitted were
“avowedly bald and imperfect; … nevertheless, they lead to certain important
conclusions. They show, for example, that a considerable proportion of the noteworthy
members in a population spring from comparatively few families.”391 As a result, with
Galton as the torchbearer, the specter of the heritability of abilities and qualities firmly
ensconced in the public consciousness, the notion of the eugenic marriage and the
procreation of a higher quality of progeny gained a great deal of traction. And one of the
most telling outgrowths of the extent to which positive eugenics captured the public
imagination was the proliferation of “better baby contests” during the first three decades
of the twentieth century. Although these contests might have been touted as celebrations
of superior breeding and to serve as a locus of positive feedback to parents with respect to
their babies’ timely reaching of early childhood milestones, they also nonetheless
perpetuated eugenic ideals of white supremacy and ableism.392
By perpetuating ableism and white supremacy while simultaneously purporting to
highlight the advantages of selective human breeding, the better baby contests revealed
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an essential truth about eugenics and ethical deliberations surrounding it; specifically,
these contests illustrate that there can be no positive eugenics without negative eugenics.
Introducing the word “eugenics” in 1883, Galton draws on the Greek term “eugenes”
meaning “… good in stock, hereditarily endowed in noble qualities but, importantly, he
stipulates that
We greatly want a brief word to express the science of improving stock, which is
by no means confined to questions of judicious mating, but which, especially in
the case of man, takes cognizance of all influences that tend in however remote a
degree to give to the more suitable races or strains of blood a better chance of
prevailing speedily over the less suitable than they otherwise would have had.393
Rhetorically, Galton’s suggestion that a proportion of any given population can be
regarded as being “good in stock” rests definitionally on what that determination is not.
Kenneth Burke explains that to draw distinctions between the “good in stock” or the
“hereditarily endowed in noble qualities” and distinguishing between the “more suitable”
and “less suitable” functions as a system of incongruity, a verbal means by which to
formulate distinctions used to help in everyday dealings with reality, communication
mechanisms that can also serve to fortify frames of acceptance and rejection discussed
above.394
It is important to note that from the time of the Darwinian revolution and the solid
entrenchment of eugenics into the public imaginary, Mendelian inheritance had not yet
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been rediscovered and brought to the forefront of the biological sciences. However, in
addition to ancestry being thought to be an accurate predictor of the passing along of
traits, a significant reversal of sorts occurred in the rhetoric of science. Related to the
interest in lineage, the reversal that occurred in the mid-nineteenth century revolved
around the biological sciences in general vis-à-vis the body politic metaphor. The focus
of Chapter Two of this volume covered the myriad ways in which conceptualizing the
state as a corpus or an organism generates discourse that is so often used to marginalize
individuals and groups, to justify conquest and exclusion, and more. But while the
society is often conceived of as an organism, as Biology advanced during the 1800s, the
organism began to be thought of as a society, an organized whole whose unity consists of
and is measured by the mutual dependence of its individual members (each cell
comprising the organism), with a division of labor, and whose continued existence rested
upon the composite body or “cell commonwealth” of which they were a part.395 It might
be said then that at this juncture in the evolution of biology, the presence of Smith’s
“invisible hand” within a corpus signified a healthy organism and, importantly, that the
appearance of any deficiencies in overall health merited investigation and remediation.
Brocca’s work on cortical localization exemplified this nuance in the body politic
metaphor.
One such endeavor came to light in 1877 when sociologist Richard Dugdale
published the results of investigations he had conducted into the heritability of poverty
and criminal behavior. Dugdale conducted an extensive genealogical study of people
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New Yorkers who were known to be involved in crime, living in poverty, involved with
the penal system, and deemed to be of common lineage. Although the results seemed at a
surface level to indicate that licentiousness, criminality, intemperance, and the like were
determined at least in part by ancestry, Dugdale possessed the requisite wisdom to
caution his audience that any influence heredity has must be conceived of within the
context of social and environmental factors.396
Despite the popularity of Dugdale’s work, the critical admonition he advanced
would not hold sway during the decades that followed the publication of his study. This
was the era hallmarked by developments pertaining to eugenics described in the previous
two chapters including mass migration and upsurges in xenophobia, the Industrial
Revolution and the introduction and adoption of the principles of scientific management,
compulsory education and the proliferation of assessment technologies as well as the
belief in the construct “general intelligence” and the ability to accurately measure it, and
finally, driven primarily by three individuals, the move in the biological sciences from
heredity to what was termed “hard heredity.” Prior to the end of the nineteenth century,
luminaries such as Erasmus and Charles Darwin, Lamarck, and others maintained that
myriad environmental, social, and other factors predisposed individuals to character
traits. However, as the nineteenth century waned, a new class of scientist whose prestige
was marshalled to influence public policy and moral reasoning emerged, key among them
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Francis Galton, August Weismann, and Wilhelm Johannsen.397 Together, this triumvirate
established hard heredity as the chief determinant of characteristics, traits, qualities, and
more, and in so doing relegated nongenetic explanations such as social capital, access to
education and healthcare, and the like to at best an ancillary position and at worst to the
status of irrelevancy within scientific discourse. Obsessed with the belief that statistical
methods being developed at this time could be used to quantify virtually anything, Galton
spearheaded the effort to employ them to heredity; Weismann sought to discredit
Lamarck’s notion that acquired traits could be passed onto progeny and rejected the
flexibility Darwin believed imbued evolution due to the central role variation played in it,
instead promoting the more dogmatic picture “in which natural selection was the
exclusive and omnipotent source of individual variation;” and, finally, Johannsen argued
against any notion of a continuous change of heredity, arguing instead that the genotype
(the sum of all of the genes that comprise a gamete or zygote, the inner constitution of an
organism) is the sole source of the organism’s qualities.398
The movement from heredity to hard heredity coupled with the nuanced
conception of the body politic metaphor described above proved to be crucial rhetorical
themes integral to the heightened interest in, general acceptance of, and ultimately the
horrific conduct undertaken in the name of twentieth century eugenics. In 1906, not long
after Gregor Mendels’ work had been rediscovered, geneticist William Bateson first
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introduced the word “genetics” into the scientific lexicon, followed just three years later
by Johannsen’s coining of the term “gene,” which he conceived of as a “unit actor” with
respect to its specific function in contributing to a composite genotype.399
Although retrospect illustrates the extreme degree to which eugenics was in so
many ways pernicious, its exaltation and adoption during the first three decades of the
twentieth century is understandable rhetorically. This was to be sure an era of tremendous
upheaval. In addition to the seismic shifts described in this and each of the previous two
chapters, the Progressive Era took hold and garnered momentum thus giving rise to major
societal changes such as the passage of child labor laws, empowerment of trade unions,
suffrage for both women and Native Americans, and the rekindled confidence that
society and the individual citizen could be improved by scientific intervention. And the
locus of confidence in the potential for science to engender such improvements was the
gene.
Although the gene had acquired its status as a building block of sorts, nearly
another century would pass before humankind would discover and develop means by
which to modify an individual’s genetic make-up with technologies such as CRISPRCas9. Thus, during the period when hard heredity was becoming firmly entrenched
within scientific circles, far less precise approaches to “improving” humankind were
introduced. Henry Herbert Goddard, who, as described in the previous chapter, had
brought the Binet Simon test to the U.S. and campaigned for its use for assessing general
intelligence, likewise championed eugenics as a strategy for improving the human stock.
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Although Goddard had already won acclaim for his successful advocacy of intelligence
tests and for promoting special education, he would become world famous for two books
he authored, the most influential of which was his study of the lineage of one woman
with an intellectual disability with whom he worked at the Vineland Training School,
pseudonymously called “Deborah Kallikak.”400
To many psychologists, physicians, biologists, and sociologists who read it in
1912, The Kallikak Family seemed to suggest a major scientific breakthrough. This
book’s publication quickly catapulted Goddard into the most respected ranks, both
nationally and internationally, of scientists studying mental deficiency. Of equal
importance was its impact on the public, for Goddard also wrote this book with the
general reader in mind. Over the next three decades, The Kallikak Family would be
reprinted eleven more times; its story would also be told and retold in scientific
textbooks, court cases, political speeches, public exhibits, and popular magazines.401
Beginning in 1909, and in collaboration with the Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory
and its head, Charles Davenport, Goddard secured the funds to hire what were called
“Eugenics Field Workers,” individuals who would study the principles of mendelian
inheritance (the passing along of dominant versus recessive traits) and then equipped with
this knowledge, operate much like social workers except that their primary task was to
gather genealogical information and to classify character traits (that in the previous
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century fell under the auspices of “degeneracy”) such as “mental deficiency.”402
Unconvinced that genealogical studies that preceded his study, such as Dugdale’s and
similar endeavors, Goddard sought to undertake an investigation that would rule out the
causality of environmental influences by incorporating a “natural control group;”
specifically, he sought to study cases of persons who produced children with several
spouses.
Between 1909 and 1912, Goddard and his staff studied several such lineages. But
tracing the ancestry of “Deborah Kallikak” proved to be the most instrumental endeavor
convincing the scientific community and the public at large of the link between genetics
and the persistence of myriad social ills. While trying to trace “Deborah Kallikak’s”
ancestry, Elizabeth Kite, a former educator and one of Goddard’s eugenic field workers,
encountered what she deemed to be good families with the same surname and soon
discovered that members of each lineage, apparently unrelated to one another, could trace
their family histories back to a common eighteenth century forebear, pseudonymously
called “Martin Kallikak.”403 According to the genealogy Kite uncovered, Martin Kallikak
sired two sons, one out of wedlock with a woman with an intellectual disability he met in
a tavern and of whose 480 descendants thirty-three were sexually immoral or prostitutes,
three were epileptic, eighty-two died in infancy, three were criminal, and “Even worse,
these descendants had married into other families, thus affecting a total of 1,146
persons;” the other son, the result of his marriage to a respectable Quaker woman,
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produced 496 relatives deemed “normal,” and whose contributions included establishing
a university, signing the Declaration of Independence, married into respectable families,
tended to pursue professional careers, and the like.404
Two years before the study of the Kallikaks was published, Goddard parlayed his
ever-growing prophetic ethos by presenting a paper at the 1910 meeting of the American
Association for the Study of the Feeble-Minded in which he proposed not only that
mental deficiency be measured by Binet Simon tests, but that a revised taxonomy of
“feeble-mindedness” or mental deficiency be adopted. According to Goddard’s proposed
taxonomy, a person whose mental age according to the Binet Simon test was below three
were classified as “idiots”, those whose mental ages were between three and seven were
termed “imbeciles”, and those whose mental age were between eight and twelve were
called “morons”.405
The development of the tripartite taxonomy and Goddard’s having reaffirmed the
value of the word “feeble-mindedness” and having neologized the word “moron”
(Goddard introduced the word into the English language based on the root words
“oxymoron” and “sophomore”) and function rhetorically as what disability studies
scholars David Mitchell and Sharon Snyder call “narrative prosthesis. The phrase
“narrative prosthesis “refers to both the prevalence of disability representation and the
myriad meanings ascribed to it …
Thus … disability inaugurates the act of interpretation;” it is an incitement to
meaning-making, a means of exerting control over the unruliness of different
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bodies and thereby serving as impetus to subjugate the disabled body.406
Goddard exemplified this process of narrative prosthesis in The Kallikak Family.
Having convinced his audience of the role hard heredity plays in the transmission
of both laudable and contemptable traits, by introducing the term “moron” into
professional lexicons, Goddard propelled a scheme of meaning-making
concerning people who were thought to be living with intellectual disabilities.
Specifically, Goddard warned that no amount of education or good environment
could render the feeble-minded normal, that the “high grade” or “moron” such as
Deborah Kallikak, “… the people of good outward appearance, but of low
intelligence, who pass through school without acquiring any efficiency …”
become burdensome to society by turning to criminal behavior or by their reliance
on charity for basic needs.407 And since these social afflictions were governed by
genetics, Goddard parlayed his prophetic ethos toward the promotion of
sterilization of those determined by psychological tests feeble-minded, especially
those classified in the high grade or moron category, assuring that expenditures on
their maintenance would diminish thereby improving society at large.408
Of central importance to both Goddard’s championing sterilization is the Zeitgeist that
predominated while he was at his greatest level of influence. Although the opening
decades of the twentieth century have most often been called the “Progressive Era.” This
was also a time when grave concerns arose with respect to the future of humankind and
of society. Fomenting these fears were well-received books such as The Passing of The
Great Race, The Rising Tide of Color Against World White World-Supremacy, The
Melting Pot Mistake, The Human Harvest, and The Fertility of the Unfit. Moreover, this
was the era when Thomas Dixon published his novel and play, The Clansman, later
brought to the silver screen by D. W. Griffith as The Birth of a Nation, igniting
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controversy by depicting African Americans as unintelligent and sexually aggressive
toward white women while portraying the Ku Klux Klan as something of a heroic force.
In retrospect, it is not difficult to appreciate the ways in which alarmist rhetoric
affirming frames of acceptance and rejection were deeply flawed. Elements of the body
politic metaphor were (and remain) common elements of everyday discourse, data
appeared to verify that general intelligence was a construct that could be used for social
stratification, Malthus’ predictions seemed to be coming to pass, and more.
Simultaneously, aforementioned efforts to legalize suffrage for women and Native
Americans, codifying greater protections for laborers, and other measures that might still
be thought of as progressive were underway. As a result, proponents of eugenics included
renowned social reformers such as Havelock Ellis, who in his volume The Task of Social
Hygiene, asserts the responsibilities of humankind consist of “the purification of the
conditions of life by sound legislation, the purification of our own minds by better
knowledge, the purification of our hearts by a growing sense of responsibility, the
purification of the race itself by an enlightened eugenics, consciously aiding Nature in her
manifest effort to embody new ideals of life.”409 Margaret Sanger was another acclaimed
social reformer, best known for promoting education about and the use of available
means of birth control, and whose life’s work eventuated in the establishment of the
International Planned Parenthood Federation, also touted eugenics and sterilization
reforms necessary for the social ills of the time. In her book, Pivot of Civilization, Sanger
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reiterated many of the same eugenic themes that had begun to arise following the Panic
of 1819 such as the need to check population growth, the merits of absence thereof with
respect to poor relief, and the like. She admonished that politicians of the time were “…
ignoring the exigent problem of the elimination of the feeble-minded” and, by promoting
the various charities and philanthropies supporting them, “propped up the defective and
degenerate and relieved them of the burdens borne by the healthy sections of the
community, thus enabling them more easily and more numerously to propagate their
kind.”410
In 1919, Goddard disavowed his erstwhile support for sterilization, asserting
instead that programs of segregation and education were the better approaches to
addressing issues related to intellectual disability.411 But the momentum the eugenics
movement had garnered following the Darwinian Revolution and especially during the
first two decades of the twentieth century rendered Goddard’s recantation futile. As the
1920s commenced, Harry Laughlin’s testimony supporting the need to bar geneticallyinferior Italians and Eastern European Jews from entering the U.S. before Congress was
instrumental to the passage of the Immigration Act of 1924. Moreover, Laughlin was as
ardent a leading supporter of the legal codification of eugenic sterilization of U.S.
citizens. He was the author of a 502-page treatise on eugenic sterilization and had

410

Margaret Sanger, The Pivot of Civilization, (Brentanos, 1922), 45.
http://www.gutenberg.org/etext/1689.
411

Frances Janet Hassencahl, “Harry H. Laughlin, ‘Expert Eugenics Agent’ for
the House Committee on Immigration and Naturalization, 1921 to 1931” (PhD diss., Case
Western Reserve University, 1970), 91.
171

proposed the sterilization of fifteen million people.412 He was very much the most
prominent eugenicist of the 1920s. Nevertheless, “Laughlin, a college professor who had
a doctorate in biology from Princeton, was also, to a great extent, representative of his
professional peers. Many of the nation's leading academic scientists publicly supported
eugenics and eugenic sterilization, and for decades those who opposed it largely
remained silent. Scientific American editorialized repeatedly in support of eugenics,
insisting society must tell its ‘unfit’ members, ‘You may live, but you must not
propagate.’”413
The culmination of fervor and advocacy for eugenic sterilization law was the
notorious 8-1 Supreme Court decision in the Buck v. Bell case. Throughout U.S. history,
the highest court in the land has handed down decisions on the wrong side of justice. One
need only consider the Dred Scott decision, the outcome of Plessy v. Ferguson, affirming
“that the nation's need to protect itself outweighed the civil liberties of Americans of
Japanese descent” during World War II for verification.414 And any conversation about
the most unjust Supreme Court decisions is sure to include Buck v. Bess:
In its aftermath, not only was Carrie Buck sterilized against her will, but states
across the country sterilized another sixty to seventy thousand Americans. Many
of the victims were, like Carrie, perfectly normal both mentally and physically—
and they desperately wanted to have children. The reach of Buck v. Bell extended

412

Cohen, Imbeciles, 8.

413

Cohen, Imbeciles, 8.

414

Ibid, pp. 9-10.
172

beyond the United States. The Nazi Party, which was on the rise in Germany,
used America as a model for its own eugenic sterilization program.415
Buck v. Bell and its aftermath in the U.S., adoption of eugenic ideology used to justify
the Nazi sterilization program followed by Aktion T4 which, as noted in the introductory
chapter in this volume, resulted in the extermination of approximately 200,000 people
with disabilities and which was the framework for the rest of the Holocaust, function as
perhaps the quintessence of eugenic rhetoric. To be sure, the era of mass involuntary
sterilization of people regarded as having intellectual disabilities and the creation and use
of extermination camps highlighted discursive political, social and genetic modes of
distinguishing the value ascribed to life. The specific distinction that was being drawn,
distinctions that lent credibility to frames of acceptance and rejection with inhumane and
genocidal results, was between that of zoē and bios. Giorgio Agamben explains the
differences between these two conceptions of life:
The Greeks had no single term to express what we mean by the word “life.”
They used two terms that, although traceable to a common etymological root,
are semantically and morphologically distinct: zoē, which expressed the simple
fact of living common to all living beings (animals, men, or gods), and bios,
which indicated the form or way of living proper to an individual or a group.416
To be sure, from the time Galton published heredity Genius and the Oneidans’
experiment with “scientific propagation” to the end of World War II the essence of
eugenic thought, rhetoric, and practice was upholding distinctions between zoē and bios,
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between degeneracy and proper living, between feeblemindedness and adequate
intellectual functioning, between immigrant and native, and more. Furthermore, political
and social actions during this same period marked the establishment of a “state of
exception” introduced in the name of eugenics. Invoking “Homo Sacer,” an ancient
figure from archaic Roman law, Agamben argues that human life is included in juridical
law but only in terms of its capacity to be killed.417 Agamben explains:
in the sense that what characterizes modern politics is not so much the inclusion
of zoē in the polis—which is, in itself, absolutely ancient—nor simply the fact
that life as such becomes a principal object of the projections and calculations of
State power. Instead the decisive fact is that, together with the process by which
the exception everywhere becomes the rule, the realm of bare life—which is
originally situated at the margins of the political order—gradually begins to
coincide with the political realm, and exclusion and inclusion, outside and inside,
bios and zoē, right and fact, enter into a zone of irreducible indistinction. At once
excluding bare life from and capturing it within the political order, the state of
exception actually constituted, in its very separateness, the hidden foundation on
which the entire political system rested.
As described above, hysteria about degeneracy in its many forms and the influence
genetics had on its perpetuation was paramount to the extreme extent to which eugenics
took hold in the U.S. In Germany under the Third Reich, a distinctly medicalized
articulation of the body politic metaphor along with the application of the cult of
efficiency (discussed in the previous chapter with respect to assessment technologies) to
genetics emerged as the rhetoric that lead to the nadir of eugenics – the Holocaust.
As was mentioned in Chapter Two, a common trope within the body politic
metaphor is the uniting of a leader or head of state with that person’s followers via the
identification and vilification of a common enemy. Under Nazism, non-Aryansa —

417

Agamben, “Introduction to Homo Sacer,” 141.
174

especially Jewish people, Gypsies, queer people and people with disabilities —
constituted the scapegoat. A common foe having been named body politic discourse was
promulgated exhorting the head of state to act. The actions that were taken to restore
Germany and the Aryan race to health were calculated and sweeping and, importantly,
were rendered extremely efficient with the ongoing integral involvement of one of the
more prominent corporations in the U.S. – IBM.
A brief mention was made in Chapter Three of Francis Galton’s rating of the
attractiveness of women he observed in public and tracked his findings using punch
cards, one of his initial forays into developing statistical methods he had devised. During
the first three decades of the twentieth century, similar punch card technologies were
developed along with equipment built to count and sort people and traits, technologies
that were used to make taking censuses more efficient. By the time the National
Socialists had seized power in Germany, IBM had all but secured a monopoly on this
technology, controlling roughly 90% of the world market on punch cards and sorters.418
Thus, after Jewish people were expelled from the German Statistical Society, IBM
supplied the Third Reich with the technology it needed to build new statistical and census
venues staffed by doctrinaire Nazis who would use the tabulation technologies to trace
Jewish blood (ancestry and not just religious affiliation) as far back as possible, to
examine the entire population for racial characteristics, to eliminate mistakes by
registering the entire population in accordance with data collected on personal genetic-
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biographical forms and supplying said statistical data to race scientists who, in turn,
would promote “racial hygiene” by supporting the continuation of superior forms of life
while eradicating life forms deemed to be genetically inferior.419 Touting the efficiency
and precision the IBM tabulation technology availed, Willy Heidinger, the head of the
principle IBM affiliate in Germany, invoked the body politic metaphor, publicly
announced:
The physician examines the human body and determines whether . . . all organs
are working to the benefit of the entire organism,” asserted Heidinger to a crowd
of Nazi officials. “We [Dehomag] are very much like the physician, in that we
dissect, cell by cell, the German cultural body. We report every individual
characteristic ... on a little card. These are not dead cards, quite to the contrary,
they prove later on that they come to life when the cards are sorted at a rate of
25,000 per hour according to certain characteristics. These characteristics are
grouped like the organs of our cultural body, and they will be calculated and
determined with the help of our tabulating machine.420
And to enhance the medical element of the Nazi use of the metaphor, Heidinger
continued:
We are proud that we may assist in such task, a task that provides our nation’s
Physician [Adolf Hitler] with the material he needs for his examinations. Our
Physician can then determine whether the calculated values are in harmony with
the health of our people. It also means that if such is not the case, our Physician
can take corrective procedures to correct the sick circumstances. . . . Our
characteristics are deeply rooted in our race. Therefore, we must cherish them like
a holy shrine which we will—and must—keep pure. We have the deepest trust in
our Physician and will follow his instructions in blind faith, because we know that
he will lead our people to a great future.421
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The liberation of Europe in 1945 and the 1947 Nuremberg Trials revealed much about the
ghastly atrocities perpetrated under the Third Reich under the auspices of eugenics. And
although the United Nations endeavored to codify and later enforce principles of human
rights beginning in 1948, involuntary sterilizations continued well into the 1970s and
1980s. Indeed, Buck v. Bell remains the law of the U.S. never having been overturned.
One key factor explaining why eugenics persisted in the U.S. and elsewhere was the turn
toward neoliberalism within economic and political thought.
Neoliberalism is a theory of political and economic practices that proposes that
“human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial
freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by strong private
property rights, free markets, and free trade.”422 And by extolling market exchange as a
central ethic supplanting other forms of ethics, neoliberalism has wrought forms of
“creative destruction” on many aspects of life including reproductive activities.423 By
touting privatization as well as deregulation and limitations on other forms of government
intervention, the adoption of neoliberalism has elevated unbridled competition to the apex
of the contemporary economic and social ethos.
Competition as a cultural phenomenon, theorized most prominently by Karl
Mannheim and introduced in the previous chapter, was an instrumental factor driving the
ascendancy of assessment technologies midway through the nineteenth century. And
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even though Mannheim delivered his lecture on competition in 1928, he nevertheless
anticipated quite adroitly the manner in which the phenomenon would evolve within a
neoliberal ethos. Mannheim explains that the fourth manifestation of competition is
predicated “on the basis of a concentration round one point of view of a number of
formerly atomistically competing groups, as a result of which competition as a whole is
gradually concentrated around a few poles which become more and more dominant.”424
Neoliberalism, which Mannheim would classify as a “doctrinal current,” functions in this
fourth manifestation of competition to promote uniformity all the while conserving “the
peculiarities of local conditions.”425 To better grasp what Mannheim was suggesting, one
can consider the trajectories of political communication that accompanies neoliberalism.
The doctrinal current, or concentration around one point of view, that subsumes such
discourse is neoliberalism itself; chief among the increasingly dominant poles are
privatization, limitations on government intervention, etc.; and, finally, promotion of
ideographs such as “choice”, “accountability”, “reform”, along with the Horatio Alger
narratives that anyone can soar to great heights regardless of personal circumstances with
grit, determination, and hard work, are among the more prevalent rhetorically preserved
“peculiarities of local conditions.” As the remainder of this chapter will illustrate, this
fourth form of competition undergirds eugenic rhetoric from the end of World War II to
the present.
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To begin with, part and parcel of the emergence of the doctrinal current or the
concentration around a single point of view was a notable nuance in the conception of
normality. Whereas normality had been conceived of as an ideal under disciplinary
regimes such as schools, hospitals and other institutions, and one whose utility included
serving as a benchmark for measuring differences prior to the mid-twentieth century,
under neoliberalism it acquired new meaning. Constituting the new normality are modern
self-management and self-improvement practices, the highly flexible and adaptable
bodies needed for consumer capitalism.426 It is critical at this juncture to note that the
market exchange ethos and its fellow elements of uniformity of thought under
neoliberalism operate to once again establish frames of acceptance and rejection: those
individuals within a society who are able to engage in adequate self-management and
self-improvement and are thus able to perform appropriately within the machinery of
capitalism are deemed acceptable. However, those people who are regarded not to have
the capacities to fulfill their obligations within the consumer system are rejected. Hence,
the practice of eugenic sterilization continued for decades after Nuremberg in the U.S.
and elsewhere, the rationale –sometimes tacit, sometimes explicit – remaining the
promotion of the health of society at large.
Denying people their reproductive rights is a means of relegating both them and
their potential offspring to the state of exception, an assertion of their status as bare life.
But there remain at play within contemporary deliberations about eugenics (typically, but
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not always, these discussions fall under the auspices of genetics) arguments akin to
erstwhile practices of destroying life deemed inferior and whose lives are thought to be
deleterious to the body politic and capitalist machinery. One of the most noteworthy and
controversial contributions to these deliberations was a book utilitarian philosopher Helga
Kuhse and internationally acclaimed ethicist Peter Singer published in 1985 entitled
Should the Baby Live: The Problem of Handicapped Infants which is essentially a survey
of bioethical positions on euthanasia with a particular focus on infants with significant
disabilities. In it, the two ethicists conclude that
“Decisions about severely handicapped infants should not be based on the idea
that all human life is of equal value, nor on any other version of the principle of the
sanctity of human life. Such ideas prove, on examination, to lack a sound ethical basis.
There is therefore no obligation to do everything possible to keep severely handicapped
infants alive in all circumstances. Instead, decisions to keep them alive—or not to do
so—should take account of the interests of the infant, the family, the ‘next child’, and the
community as a whole.427 Although these two authors ignited a conflagration of
acrimony, especially among people with disabilities, by publishing this volume the
arguments they proffered and continue to advance are, to be sure, a reflection of the
degree to which eugenics remains ensconced within the economic and biopolitical ethos.
By and large, medical professionals, policymakers, insurance companies, and laypersons
(including a majority who identify as being “pro-life”) presume that children born with
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disabilities are burdensome to their parents and to society, that people with disabilities are
predestined to live lives not worth living, and that when prenatal screenings reveal fetal
anomalies, the conclusion that not living is better than living with disabilities warrant
“therapeutic pregnancy termination.”428 That “… the medical-industrial complex focuses
not on specific diseases and disorders but rather on the people who have these
conditions” explains why approximately two-thirds of fetuses identified by prenatal
genetic testing to have Down Syndrome are aborted.429 Thus, although some might
contend that each selective abortion of a fetus with Down Syndrome or another disability
is an individual choice, it, in fact, illustrates the “systemic desire to erase a whole group
of people.”430
Discussions of selective infanticide or the eradication of classes of people often
cause a great deal of discomfort and anger. At the same time, conversations about
developing new interventions and treatments with the potential to cure disease and
improve the quality of life tend to inspire hope. And yet when Dr. He reported having
modified the embryos of the twin girls to spare them from acquiring HIV from their
father, an international ethical storm ensued. Many of the breaches of widely accepted
ethical standards are addressed in the beginning paragraphs of this chapter. But the
resurgent eugenics facilitated by the mapping of the human genome and the subsequent
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development of CRISPR-Cas9 editing technology is of paramount importance as the
twentieth century unfolds.
This chapter repeats with descriptions of the influences of economic rhetoric,
discourses affirming social stratification, doom-laden public address about the overall
health of humankind, society and the future. Remaining cognizant of the genealogy of
this communicative activity is critical in the age when the genome can be so easily
altered. For many contemporary discourses at play have the potential to engender
repetition of the erstwhile (and ongoing) inhuman practices that have been undertaken in
the name of eugenics. Continued development of CRISPR-Cas9 and other interventions
into the human genome are inexorable. And there is certainly some cause for hope that
these interventions will yield positive, human results that could potentially benefit many
people. But there are also ample sources from contemporary rhetoric that merit caution.
Mention was made toward the beginning of this chapter of efforts on the part of
governing bodies overseeing competitive athletics to devise means by which to prevent
cheating at the genetic level. The likelihood of success in these endeavors is minimal for
the current epoch is an age dominated rhetorically and ideologically by the sentiment that
each individual has the opportunity to succeed and flourish by the force of will and via
participation in the private market economy and wherein factors such as class, race,
gender, sexuality, disability, and the like are seen as easily “overcome” and thus less
salient.431 “In this sense, the neoliberal, late capitalist subject position has come to
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embody a new norm, a powerful yet equally oppressive standardized corporeality that
remains forever haunted by muted but ever present markers of diversity.”432 Coinciding
with this discourse of egalitarianism regarding equality of opportunity for competitive
athletic success is the pernicious assertion that to not avail oneself of genetic
interventions constitutes a failure of sorts according to the ethos of capitalism. This
assertion holds
… that by shifting control over offspring DNA from chance to choice, genetic
engineering encourages the successful (a) to (mis)perceive themselves as
essentially different from the worse off and excessively entitled to the fruits of
their own success; and (b) to (mis)attribute the hardship of the disadvantaged to
bad choices rather than to bad luck.433
The dual attribution of entitlement to success versus hardships being the yield of poor
choices can often be explained rhetorically. To choose genetic engineering to create
offspring will reap the benefits of the modifications, all the while professing thee to be
equality of opportunity for all prospective parents to make such a decision, is a rhetorical
trope emanating from the field of economics – conspicuous consumption - whose aim is
to assert a level of social status as compared with others.434 Conversely, the morale of
hope associated with the potential of altering the genome is fraught with many of the
same flaws endemic to eugenics of earlier eras. Specifically, the unbridled competition
that is central to the ethos of neoliberal capitalism entails competition on the part of
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disease awareness campaigns and their allies in medicine, government, and industry
striving to convince that the cause for which they advocate is more deserving of attention
and resource allocation than others.435 Thus, to remain mindful of the impact the rhetoric
of eugenics has had in the past and to the present as well as to maintain ongoing
deliberations about the ethics surrounding discourse employed when ascribing value to
lives is an essential component to understanding the ethics of eugenics as advancements
in genetic modification technologies emerge.
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Chapter Five: Conclusion
According to official statistics presented in the 2015 United States Cancer Survey,
22,847 deaths in the U.S. were attributed to Leukemia.436 The significance of this figure
lies in the fact that, although it is a lower number than many other causes of death, it is a
large enough of an aggregate to where reporting on an individual’s succumbing to
Leukemia by major, national news outlets is exceptionally rare. Many sports fans will
recall broadcasts of the news of legendary hall of fame football coach Bill Walsh dying
of the cancer in 2007. Walsh, of course, had been a mainstay of news coverage dating
back to the early 1980s, leading the San Francisco 49ers to three Super Bowl victories
and having revolutionized the most popular American sport through his innovative
offensive techniques and teaching strategies.437 Walsh had become quite famous decades
before his demise thus one could have quite reasonably expected widespread coverage of
his death.
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Coverage of another Leukemia-related death in August of 2003 was considerably
more surprising. Unlike Bill Walsh, Wesley Lawrence Willis’ journey to attracting the
attention of media outlets was far less predictable. “Willis grew up in Chicago’s projects
as one of 10 children of parents who had a violent relationship and separated when he
was young. He spent time in several foster homes and was essentially raised by two older
brothers, who went with him from home to home.”438 As a teen, Willis’ escape routes
from poverty and other “ghetto horrors” were the CTA bus lines that availed him the
opportunity to explore the Chicago metropolitan region.439 Toward the end of the 1980s,
Willis began hearing voices and was given a diagnosis of paranoid schizophrenia.
Despite the many hardships he faced, Willis became a widely known “street artist” in
Chicago, earning a great deal of acclaim and a profile by ABC news for the thousands of
meticulous sketches and paintings he created of streetscapes he observed while travelling
through the city and suburbs.440
In addition to his renown as a visual artist, Wesley Willis always dreamed of
becoming a rock star. He made this dream come true. From the late 1980s until his death
from complications due to Leukemia, Willis recorded prolifically, releasing as many as
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fifty albums. Soon after he began recording, Willis became a cause celebre in alternative
music and punk rock circles, having “ … attracted admirers in the punk world because of
the cathartic effect his unfettered emotional outbursts shared with punk’s raw energy.”441
Two of the more common themes of Willis’ energetic and emotional music were his
passionate love of music and the daily experiences of his life as a large African American
man with schizophrenia. Willis’ favorite thing in life was attending live rock music
performances which were the inspiration for perhaps hundreds of his songs – tunes he
recorded as tributes to artists such as Eazy-E, Flaming Lips, Urge Overkill, Liz Phair, and
more.442
Of greater importance to this study of eugenics, however, was Willis’ penchant to
use his music and lyrics as a channel through which he introduced his fans to so many of
the myriad quotidian elements of living with schizophrenia that were part of his everyday
life.
He insisted that, in addition to the medications he took, creating, performing and
listening to music was a key means by which he was able to keep the auditory
hallucinations he experienced (which he called “hell rides”) at bay, turning them into “joy
rides.”443
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Willis’ music was unique. Irwin Chusid, author of Songs in the Key of Z, the
definitive survey of the genre into which Willis’ music falls, “outsider music,” describes
it like this:
The general Willis compositional formula is a kicking dance-velocity synth beat
over which he sings a chorus—generally consisting of the song title—in an offkey, adenoidal whine, followed by one or two verses delivered in a husky,
commanding declamation. Beyond this simple pattern, there is rarely any
variation. … A typical Willis album sounds like one extended megamix with
four-second, indexed pauses every few minutes. Willis's lyric motifs include
obsessions with junk food ("Rock n' Roll McDonald's") and power ("I Whupped
Batman's Ass"). … Willis has a penchant for bellowing popular ad slogans as
song codas (e.g., "Burger King—have it your way!" or "Pepsi—Generation
Next!"). This serves the secondary purpose of signifying that one song has ended,
and another is about to begin.444
Willis’ friend, punk rock icon Jello Biafra, said that after hearing a song or two listeners
either cannot bear to hear any more or they are hooked for life.445 Irrespective of one’s
fondness or disdain for Willis’ music, and for that matter for his visual art, his life’s journey
is instructive. In many ways, Wesley Willis’ life experience serves as a heuristic lens
through to which to summarize that which has been addressed in this study.
An analysis of the body politic metaphor was the focus of chapter two of this
volume. Over the millennia, significant events have informed the ways in which this
metaphor is deployed. The conception of the “head of state” and the ways in which
governance ought to be carried out changed dramatically following the “Barons’ Wars”
and the subsequent drafting of the Magna Carta. Later, the rights of citizens were further
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strengthened by the habeas Corpus Act. Nevertheless, the body politic metaphor has
remained a central device in the arsenal of rhetoric concerning the state, its health, and
measures that are advanced to maintain or improve it. Ideologically, it has been and is still
incorporated into discourse to justify marginalization. Recollection of events such as the
antinomian Controversy, the inoculation controversy, justifications for war, slavery,
genocide and forcible relocation of native Americans, and the contemporary vilification of
Muslims and immigrants demonstrates the ongoing impact the metaphor has. Were he alive
today, how might Wesley Willis be adversely impacted by the use of this metaphor?
Certainly, he might feel the pain of being scapegoated when people with psychiatric
disabilities are routinely invoked by politicians, reporters and rank and file citizens in the
aftermath of just about every senseless act of violence. During his life, it seems likely that,
like Cotton Mather’s slave Onesimus, who introduced the practice of inoculation to
Mather, Willis was not one often ascribed a great deal of credibility. Yet he demonstrated
through his song lyrics that he was indeed rather insightful. Finally, Willis was a large
African American man with paranoid schizophrenia who up in poverty. What sorts of
discourse might have been used (and what rhetoric is still deployed) to frame someone like
him as being deleterious to the overall health of the body politic?
Little is known about Willis’ education. Nevertheless, recollecting the evolution of
rhetoric surrounding assessment highlights how Wesley Willis’ life was likely altered by
testing technologies. An abundance of evidence exists supporting the claim that
standardized tests are biased in favor of people who come from the same racial groups,
socioeconomic class, etc. of those who possess the prophetic ethos to assert the authority
and validity of the instruments they create. Yet, the genealogy of rhetoric accompanying
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the development of assessment technologies warrants the conclusion that said technologies
are at best flawed. Factors including the drive to establish and employ taxonomies, the
persistence of racial hierarchies – most notably that advanced by Blumenbach, the
development of sciences of the brain, just to name a few that are addressed in chapter three,
illustrate these shortcomings. In addition, the advent of scientific management and its
application to education early in the Twentieth Century followed by the philosophical turn
to neoliberal capitalism immediately following World War II further propelled the
ascendancy of testing regimes into the education arena. One might speculate that Willis,
given the circumstances of his childhood, might not perform especially well on IQ and
other assessments of his educational attainment. Worse yet, history suggests that inaccurate
conclusions as to his intelligence, ability and desire to learn, and character might have been
reached justifying harmful decisions about how and, indeed, whether he should be taught.
A striking figure introduced in the chapter about genetics was that two-thirds of
fetuses determined to have Down Syndrome in the U.S. are aborted. This is, of course, a
quintessential example of the way frames of acceptance and rejection function rhetorically.
Although Willis died nearly seventeen years ago, paranoid schizophrenia continues to
exist. As genetic science continues to progress, the specter of similar, harrowing statistics
emerging with respect to people with this diagnosis, other psychiatric disabilities, and for
that matter, myriad other anomalies and characteristics named “anomalies” warrants
continued attention.
Although the previous three paragraphs about Wesley Willis and eugenics are
speculative, they nevertheless highlight a tragedy of eugenics; specifically, that eugenic
thought and practice is predicated upon humankind in the aggregate. As mentioned toward
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the end of the introduction, eugenics excludes consideration of the individual as a unique
being. Accounting for humankind in aggregate and imposing on the aggregate are central
elements to eugenics. As has been demonstrated in the preceding chapters, the rhetoric
associated with hierarchy and classification under the auspices of eugenics have been
marshalled to justify war, the erection of border walls, involuntary sterilization, the
Holocaust, and so many more atrocities. Atrocities such as these embody what Kenneth
Burke refers to when he invokes the phrase “rotten with perfection.” As mentioned in the
introductory chapter, a rhetorical trope that undergirds eugenics is entelechy, or discourse
that privileges improvement and enhancement, promotes a future orientation while
engendering dissatisfaction with present circumstances.
Burke asserts that “The principle of perfection is central to the nature of language
as motive.”446 He further explains that entelechy as a rhetorical trope necessarily
Incorporates the principle of the negative or the process of identifying scapegoat(s) toward
whom discourse can direct animosity thus endorsing political action.447 In a very real sense,
Josiah Zayner unwittingly employed this trope when he touted his company’s genetic
modification kits by insisting that people who are short and ugly are people who simply
lost the genetic lottery.448 Yet, just four months after he injected himself on the live-stream,
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Zayner expressed regret. “When Josiah Zayner watched a biotech CEO drop his pants at a
biohacking conference and inject himself with an untested herpes treatment, he realized
things had gone off the rails.”449 Zayner reiterated the stance he articulated when his livestream was first broadcast that he desires greater expedience with availing to the public
scientific innovations, but expressed fear that his stunt might have had the unanticipated
outcome of inspiring others to follow his example recklessly.450 Certainly, recollecting
mention of the Tide pod, cinnamon, and condom snorting challenges described in the
introduction to this volume, his concerns are warranted.
By publicly expressing misgivings about the impact his live-stream might have had,
Zayner unwittingly illustrates a critical feature about rhetoric. Specifically, his act of
contrition serves as a poignant reminder that communication acts are not unique, isolated
events directed at targeted audiences with clearly defined beginnings and ends, carefully
planned to convey specific meanings at particular times and in particular places. Rather,
those events that appear to be finished communication acts are, in fact, assemblages of
cultural and textual fragments, bits and pieces of erstwhile persuasive discourse. Thus, one
can conclude that Zayner’s live-stream was fashioned from bits of discourse regarding
eugenics over time. Moreover, his live-stream became a cultural fragment, one that wielded
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persuasive power. Only when Zayner reflected on the impact his live-stream had, did he
develop a more acute appreciation of communicative impact he initiated.
Although Josiah Zayner has expressed regret at having perhaps inspired fellow
biohackers to engage in dangerous actions, CRISPR-Cas9 has undoubtedly become one of
the most exalted Twenty-First Century medical and biological technologies. As such, its
applications are sure to expand and increase. And yet, the power this technology seems to
possess merits ongoing, incisive ethical deliberation. The foregoing analysis is replete with
critiques of the homologous discourses, from the macro level of the body politic metaphor,
to the meso level of the development of purportedly objective and scientifically valid
measures to appraise individuals and groups of people to the evolution of the science of
genetics, analysis that reveals the myriad ways in which the rhetoric of eugenics has been
and continues to be deployed. This is rhetoric that is subtended by entelechy and the
establishment of hierarchy, imbued with the assignment of value to individuals and groups.
It is rhetoric that is so often predicated on the promotion of movement toward more desired
outcomes for humankind but which is necessarily predicated on erasure of individuality
and depicting groups as threatening, inferior, peripheral, etc.
Genealogy is a common topic of casual conversation. Interest is often expressed in
where one is from, who one’s ancestors were, which ethnic backgrounds constitute
individuals, which relatives do people resemble, etc. To be sure, tracing one’s lineage can
be revealing and compelling.
The same is true of rhetorical genealogy. By tracing the lineage of communication
about eugenics from the macro to the micro levels, two important conclusions about
rhetoric are illuminated. First, this study speaks to the materiality of rhetoric. Zayner gained
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an appreciation of the material impact a single communication act can have within just a
few months of his DIY gene editing stunt. More significantly, this study has shown how
rhetoric. functions to articulate value propositions about individual bodies. Throughout the
ages, discourse about the health of the body politic has been integral to eugenic practices
such as selective infanticide, appropriate citizenship, immigration restrictions, and more.
The rhetoric of taxis and ideologies surrounding intelligence, especially as expressed in
discourses of sciences of the brain and assessment technologies have reinforced notions of
hierarchy and of what ought to be regarded as normal and ideal. Finally, the rhetoric
associated with genetics has, over time, perpetuated a hubris concerning the perfectibility
of humankind.
A second important feature of rhetoric this study highlights is the role entelechy
plays in human sociality. Eugenics is necessarily a future-oriented proposition. The notion
of the well born necessarily rests on the presumption that at present there are comparatively
those people who are not well born. It also presumes that undertaking prescribed actions in
the name of eugenics, a utopian future in which everyone will be well born will come to
pass. Thus, actions purported to restore the body politic to a state of health (e.g.
immigration restrictions, welfare reform, justifications for war, etc.) occur. Arguing that
objective assessments are essential, testing instruments whose yield promise of accurate
appraisal go largely unchallenged. And, finally, entelechy propels the genetic sciences in
directions that maintain dichotomies of health and illness, normal and abnormal, desirable
and undesirable characteristics.
In a variety of ways, Wesley Willis had a difficult life. Nevertheless, as speculated
above, it is easy to imagine how the trappings of eugenic rhetoric could have caused him
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additional hardships. For example, Irwin Chusid commented on how readily conceivable
it was that Willis might have faced the injustice of indefinite incarceration in a psychiatric
hospital following his initial diagnosis of paranoid schizophrenia.451 It is truly fortunate,
then, that Willis escaped some of the potential impact contemporary eugenic thought and
practice has on large swaths of populations. Willis was fortunate because, although he
might not have been what eugenicists or, for that matter, most people might describe as
“well born,” he demonstrated what it means to have a life that is well lived. In addition,
many thousands of others are fortunate that the impact of contemporary eugenics on Willis
was less oppressive than it might have been.
Wesley Willis possessed many gifts. He won a great deal of acclaim for his visual
art and throngs of fans packed concert venues to enjoy his performances. More than that,
Willis succeeded in articulating many of the lived experiences of schizophrenia. Through
songs such as “Outburst” and “chronic Schizophrenia” he eloquently conveys the impact
auditory hallucinations had on him and how others reacted to him.452 In the song “Aftab
Noorani,” Willis expresses appreciation to a treating Psychiatrist for prescribing a helpful
medication and for signing release papers so he could leave a hospital. He describes the
danger posed by people who fail to understand individuals with psychiatric disabilities in
his song entitled “he’s Doing time in Jail.” in this song, Willis tells the story of being
slashed by a fellow bus passenger who mistook Willis’ talking to himself as some sort of
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insult. Through these and other songs Willis succeeded in depicting schizophrenia in terms
of lived individual human experience. For people living with schizophrenia this is a truly
worthwhile gift.
As scientists continue to work with the CRIPSR CAS9 gene editing technology,
one might wonder whether it might be applied in ways that could potentially treat
Leukemia. Despite advances in treatments for blood cancers (and myriad other diseases),
the desire to find and administer cures for disease, disability, anomalies, etc. persist. In so
many respects, the desire to promote health are laudable. Nevertheless, the foregoing
analysis should give pause and inspires critical evaluation of communication concerning
new methods of improving the human condition. When asked about the potential for “offtarget activity) resulting from use of the DIY CRISPR kits his company sells, Josiah Zayner
flippantly replied by suggesting that ultraviolet light and smoking cause changes to an
individual’s genome.453 Remaining mindful of “off-target activity” has been neglected
throughout so much of human history whether part of discourse of the body politic
metaphor, touting standardized assessment or the potential of “improving” humankind via
manipulating the genome. To be sure, the potential exists to spare someone like Wesley
Willis the agony and premature demise associated with Leukemia. Yet potential exists for
unwarranted uses of technologies such as CRISPR-Cas9, as was the general consensus
among the medical and scientific communities following Dr. He’s modification of the twin
girls’ embryos. More importantly, by attending to the rhetoric of eugenics the potential to
appreciate Willis as well as the literally millions of other individuals who have suffered
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due to eugenic ideology and practice for their gifts might become more readily within
reach.
This genealogical study has revealed that, by and large, many similarities hallmark
the ethics of eugenics. Over millennia and from the macro level of the state to the micro
level of the genome, the discourse of eugenics has enjoyed the attribution of promoting
optimal health. But this analysis beckons reappraisal. Each case study begins with the
description of a contemporary controversy related to eugenics. As each case study unfolds,
however, it becomes evident that the rhetoric surrounding protecting the U.S. by restricting
immigration, protests of the overuse and misuse of standardized tests, and Dr. He’s having
claimed to have successfully edited the twins’ genes are but the latest examples in the long
history of eugenic discourse. Yet, as stated in the introduction to this volume, both
Nietzsche and Foucault have suggested, genealogical analysis can function as a locus of
dissent and resistance and can make available opportunities to radically shift worldviews.
The seismic shift the rhetorical genealogy of the rhetoric of eugenics beckons is the
development of greater appreciation of each individual’s uniqueness and the gifts each
possesses.
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